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It is known that in 1996 92% of the more than 18 million enterpris-
es  in  the  EU  we re  very  small,  i.e.  had  less  than  10  employe e s
(ENSR/EIM, 1997). The total number of family wo r ke rs was almost
2 million in 1996 (agriculture excluded), of which over one million
we re women (Eurostat, 1997). The actual number of assisting spous-
e s
1, howeve r, has to be estimated. Figures vary considera b l y. The
C o m m i s s i o n ’s 1995 report on Social Protection in Europe estimates
that there are 3.3 million unpaid family wo r ke rs, down from 4.4 mil-
lion in 1986, and that 70% of them are women. In 1986 the number
of assisting spouses in ten
2 Member States of the European Union
was estimated at 8 million (Commission of the EC, 1987). In the
Netherlands the number of assisting spouses is estimated at 60,000-
70,000 in 1998 (Rabobank, 1998).
Assisting spouses are wo m e n
3 who work in their husband’s business.
T h ey can have an official status as business partner or associate or
e m p l oye e, but in this study this term is foremost used for spouses
who take part in the business without receiving a salary and without
a formal status.
The position of assisting spouses has developed over time. While it
was seen as one of their conjugal duties in former days, nowa d ays
t h ey are considered more as ‘co-entre p re n e u rs ’
4. Howeve r, their for-
mal, i.e. legal position has not kept up with this evo l u t i o n .
During the last few ye a rs assisting spouses have organised them-
s e l ves  at  the  European  level.  The  organisation  FEM  (Fe m m e s
E u ropéennes des Moyennes et Petites Entreprises) looks after the
i n t e rests of assisting spouses. This organisation has become part of
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1 In this report the term assisting spouses is used. At the mo me nt the re is not a set phrase and
t he re is much discussion on the termino l o g y. Other equivalents used are: ‘collabora t i ng spous-
es’ and ‘helper spouses’. The first is the equivalent of the term used in ma ny other count r ie s
( e.g. mitarbeitende Ehe f rauen,  conjoints collaborateurs), ho w e v e r, in some count r ies e. g .
D e n mark and the Ne t he r l a nd s, it has a negative conno t a t ion as collabora t i ng is pre do m i na nt-
ly understood to mean ‘working with the ene my ’. Helper spouses may sound somewhat de ro g a-
t o r y, while in the pre s e nt - day assisting spouses are mo re partners than he l p e r s. In this re s p e c t
t he term ‘assisting spouse’, used in this report is also not ideal. Ho w e v e r, as it seems the best
c ho ice at the mo me nt, it will be used in this re p o r t .
2 Spain and Portugal became Member States on the first of Ja nuary 1986 and were not surveyed.
3 W he never the term women is used, this can also stand for men. For men can equally be assist-
i ng spouses as well.
4 W he never the term co-ent re p re neur is used in this report, it stands for assisting spouses who
see the mselves as business partne r s.
5 This report focuses on SMEs, i.e. small and medium-sized enterprises in the private sector
exc l ud i ng agric u l t u re. Ho w e v e r, whe re re l e v a nt this sector is some t i mes me nt io ne d. The int e r-
ests of assisting spouses at European level in agric u l t u re are re p re s e nted by COPA– Comité de s
O rg a n i s a t io ns Prof e s s io n nelles Ag r icoles de l’Un ion Euro p é e n ne.Since the Dire c t i ve 86/613/EEC (Council Dire c t i ve, 1986) (see 2.1)
s eve ral initiatives have been launched by the European Commission,
i . e.  studies,  seminars  and, in  1997,  two  round  table  confere n c e s
w h e re assisting spouses, professional organisations and policy mak-
e rs met.
Last ye a r, the European Parliament called for improvements in the
situation of assisting spouses in its Resolution of 1997 (Euro p e a n
Parliament, 1997b).
The discussion at European level has evo l ved towa rds two themes:
• h ow to further the formal recognition of assisting spouses;
• whether a specific status for assisting spouses, comparable to that
of employees or self-employed, is desira b l e.
The objective of the present report is to compare the situation of
Dutch  assisting  spouses  with  that  of  assisting  spouses  in  other
Member States and to rev i ew the Dutch situation in the light of the
discussion going on at European level. An assessment is made of the
implications that European initiative s, that theoretically could re s u l t
f rom this discussion, might have for the Netherlands.
After this introduction, chapter 2 describes the developments in the
attention  paid  to  assisting  spouses at  European and Dutch leve l .
Chapter 3 gives an ove r v i ew of the elements of formal re c o g n i t i o n .
The four following chapters (4, 5, 6 and 7) rev i ew the Dutch situa-
tion  in  the  light  of what is happening  in other  countries  and  at
E u ropean level for the four dimensions that can be distinguished in
formal recognition. Chapter 8, summary and conclusions, concludes
this re p o r t .
The report is based on litera t u re study and interviews with ex p e r t s.
A survey of the litera t u re consulted can be found at the end of the
report. The experts who we re kind enough to make time to prov i d e
valuable information are mentioned in the appendix.
This  report  is  one  in  the  series  ‘Dutch  SMEs  in  International
Pe rs p e c t i ve ’. EIM Small Business Re s e a rch and Consultancy started
this series in 1996 with the purpose to meet the needs of policy mak-
e rs and professional organisations for additional independent infor-
mation  with  an  international  chara c t e r.  Each  report  provides  the
reader with up-to-date information about a specific aspect of inter-
nationalisation of SMEs. A list of the up to now published reports is
added at the end of the re p o r t .
6
I n t r o d u c t i o nThe report benefited greatly from comments made on the draft re p o r t
by our colleague, Jolanda Nouws. Paul Vroonhof performed the cal-
culations on the effects of various legal facilities on the income situ-
ation of family business, husband and wife (section 5.1.2).
7
I n t r o d u c t i o n2 D evelopments at the Euro p e a n
and Dutch leve l
This chapter gives a brief historical ove r v i ew of policy deve l o p m e n t s
at European level and in the Netherlands. The European Commission
(2.1) facilitated a Europe-wide discussion on the position of assisting
spouses and greatly contributed to it becoming an issue on the polit-
ical  agenda.  It  also pre p a red  a  Dire c t i ve  in this  field  which  wa s
accepted  by the European  Council in 1986. The Wo m e n ’s  Rights
Committee of the  European  Parliament (2.2) has, throughout the
ye a rs, argued in favour of assisting spouses. In the Netherlands (2.3)
a Committee  Assisting Spouses, set-up by the government in the
e i g h t i e s, made an inventory of the problems confronting assisting
s p o u s e s, which resulted in a number of specific measures for this
g ro u p .
2 . 1 The role of the European Commission
At European level the problems with which assisting spouses are
c o n f ronted, came under discussion for the first time in the scope of
equal treatment. Community action in favour of equal opportunities
for women and men is restricted by the fact that it is founded on a
very limited legal basis (Volozinskis and Chausson, 1996). Only in
the field of equal pay the Community has specific powe rs. Howeve r,
the  action  of  the  Community  has  been  significant.  Community
D i re c t i ves between 1975 and 1996 investigated and broadened the
principle of equal pay and resulted in the recognition of minimal
rights within the Member States and the elimination of existing dis-
crimination based on gender. In addition to the Council Dire c t i ve s,
the  Commission  developed  the  first  action  pro g ramme  on  equal
opportunities for men and women in 1982. More recently the posi-
tion  of assisting  spouses  attracted  the  attention  of  the  Euro p e a n
D i re c t o ra t e - G e n e ral in charge of amongst others Small and Medium-
sized Enterprises (SMEs) and family businesses.
For the present study the date of 11 December 1986 was important
because  of  the  adoption  of  Council  Dire c t i ve 86/613/EEC on the
application of the principle of equal treatment of men and wo m e n
engaged  in  an  activity,  including  agriculture,  in  a  self-employe d
c a p a c i t y, and in the protection of self-employed women during pre g-
n a n cy and motherhood.
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Member States of the principle of equal treatment between men and
women engaged in an activity in a self-employed capacity, or con-
tributing to the pursuit of such an activity. These aspects we re not
c ove red by former Dire c t i ve s.
The 86/613/EEC Dire c t i ve aimed at the implementation of the prin-
ciple of equal treatment for women and men by better aligning the
existing national provisions in the field, which differed at that time
s u b s t a n t i a l l y. The Dire c t i ve also sought to identify the specific con-
tributions of assisting spouses to family incomes, give them a more
clearly defined professional status and guarantee them social securi-
ty rights (Volozinskis and Chausson, 1996).
Article 5 of the Dire c t i ve states that the conditions for the formation
of a company between spouses should be not more re s t r i c t i ve than
the conditions for the formation of a company between unmarried
p e rs o n s.
Article 6 of the Dire c t i ve states that assisting spouses who are not
p rotected under the self-employed wo r ke rs’ social security schemes
should be enabled to join a contributory social security scheme vo l-
u n t a r i l y.
Article 7 of the Dire c t i ve places a general obligation on the Member
States to examine how recognition of the work of assisting spouses
m ay be encouraged and to consider any appropriate steps to do so.
H oweve r, this does not oblige the Member States to take any specif-
ic action, or indeed any action at all
1.
The changes effected in the Member States as a result of the Dire c t i ve
a re very limited. In the evaluation report of the 86/613/EEC Dire c t i ve
it was concluded that from a strictly legal point of view, the Dire c t i ve
had been effectively transposed into and applied to national legisla-
tion  in  all  Member  States.  From  a  more  practical  standpoint,
i m p rovements observed as to the status of the assisting spouse we re
s o m ewhat less satisfactory.
On the initiative of the European Commission actions in favour of
spouses we re supported, such as confere n c e s, seminars, studies (see
also Caisse, 1997). One of the first European initiatives in this field
was the Annecy c o n g ress in 1992, organised by AC T I F, the Fre n c h
1 0
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1 C o m m i s s ion of the European Commu n i t ie s, COM(94) 163 final, Brussels, 15.09.1994.member of FEM. Its innova t i ve aspect was that the role of assisting
spouses was officially addressed at European level. In this confere n c e
the need for official recognition of the economic role of assisting
spouses and the need to develop a status for them was made public
( Volozinskis and Chausson, 1996).
In  March  1994  a  conference  was  held  in Thessalonika:  ‘ Wo m e n
heads of companies and assisting spouses in family businesses’. This
was  one  of  the  twe l ve  pre - c o n f e rences  specifically  organised  to
a n a l yse all aspects of SMEs prior to the second European confere n c e
on  crafts  and  SMEs  held  in  Berlin  in  September  1994.
Recommendations made we re integrated into the conclusions of the
major conference in Berlin.
In 1995 a seminar on the ‘Status of self-employed wo r ke rs’ spouses’
was held in Pa r i s. E xamples of practical situations we re pre s e n t e d
during the two workshops of the seminar and the following key ideas
e m e rg e d :
1 . On ‘Status, the key to recognition of spouses’ wo r k ’ :
• expectations va r y, young people being far more interested in
acquiring individual rights;
• the need for a minimum status to be systematically accompa-
nied by a number of possible options was considered indis-
p e n s a b l e. Such a status could in time lead to more egalitarian
s o l u t i o n s.
2 . On ‘Choosing a status; obstacles and stra t e g i e s ’ :
• good training to enable women to assert their rights was con-
s i d e red essential.
All participants agreed that it was necessary to make it compulsory
for all Member States to provide couples setting up a company with
information on matrimonial, social protection and fiscal matters as
well as on the question of the assisting spouse’s status. The image
and role of assisting spouses had to be improved and it was seen as
a key priority to inform not only the women concerned but also pro-
f e s s i o n a l s, politicians and the media (Caisse, 1997).
In November 1995 these themes we re further elaborated during the
B a rcelona c o n f e rence ‘The challenges for Business Women’, which
also cove red those participating in family and craft enterprises and
assisting spouses.
In February and June 1997 two European Round Tables we re org a n-
ised in Brussels by the European Commission’s Equal Opportunities
1 1
Developments at the European and Dutch levelUnit. The two themes of the first Round Table we re ‘Visibility, infor-
mation, awa reness raising and re p resentation of assisting spouses’
and ‘Training and qualifications’. The second was dedicated to ‘Social
p rotection’ and the need for formal recognition of the work of assist-
ing spouses. The aim of these Round Tables was to determine con-
c rete  policies  and  measures  to  improve  the  situation of  assisting
s p o u s e s. The main participants we re assisting spouses and pro f e s-
sional organisations from craft, commerc e, the free professions and
a g r i c u l t u re. It was concluded that the role of assisting spouses is
changing, although there is a group that is left practically without
a ny income, claim on business or social security benefits in case of
d i vo rce or decease, at the same time the call for equality, i.e. re c o g-
nition as business partner is increasing. For both situations solutions
h ave to be sought, solutions that will not impede future deve l o p-
m e n t s. Conclusions and re c o m m e n d a t i o n s, addressed to the Equal
Opportunities Unit of the European Commission, we re re c o rded in
the report ‘Courses to pursue and destinations to determine’ (Pe t e rs,
1 9 9 7 a ) .
In September 1997 in Copenhagen the pre - c o n f e rence to the Third
E u ropean  Conference  on  Craft  and  Small  Enterprises  in  M i l a n
N ovember 1997 took place. With re g a rd to assisting spouses this pre -
c o n f e rence focused on training in particular.
2 . 2 The  contribution  of  the  Euro p e a n
Pa r l i a m e n t
The contribution of the European Parliament is supplied mainly by
the Wo m e n ’s Rights Committee of the European parliament. This
Committee was created in 1979, initially as an ad hoc committee and
subsequently as a sub-committee. In 1984 it became a parliamentary
c o m m i t t e e, at that time one of the few wo m e n ’s rights committees in
E u rope (Volozinskis and Chausson, 1996).
A l ready in 1989 the Wo m e n ’s Rights Committee adopted two re p o r t s
on assisting spouses: on working spouses in the agricultural sector
and family businesses and on the status of assisting spouses of self-
e m p l oyed pro f e s s i o n a l s. In December 1993 another report appeare d
on the situation of women in agriculture, followed by another one on
women in small and medium-sized businesses in 1994 (Euro p e a n
Parliament, 1993; European Parliament, 1994).
In May 1996 the committee organised a public hearing in Brussels. It
dealt with the situation of spouses of the self-employed. Their situa-
1 2
Developments at the European and Dutch leveltion, problems and possible solutions we re discussed. The hearing
was held in anticipation of a revision of the 86/613 EEC Dire c t i ve.
Ac c o rding to Article 11 the Council was to rev i ew the Dire c t i ve by
1 July 1993. At the end of 1996 Parliament felt that little pro g ress had
been made. There f o re, the Committee on Wo m e n ’s Rights decided to
d raw up its ow n - i n i t i a t i ve report (European Parliament, 1997a).
In  its  Resolution  on  the  situation  of  assisting  spouses  of  self-
e m p l oyed issued in 1997 the EP re g rets that the weak wo rding of
D i re c t i ve  86/613/EEC  on  equal  treatment  between  self-employe d
men and women has led to little pro g ress for assisting spouses of
s e l f - e m p l oyed wo r ke rs in terms of recognition of their work and ade-
quate social pro t e c t i o n .
The EP considers among other items that:
• the number of women and men in the role of assisting spouse is
h a rd to determine given the lack of re g i s t ration, but it is certainly
m a ny millions across the EU;
• the role of assisting spouses is often perc e i ved both in law and in
g e n e ral studies as a conjugal duty given free of charg e ;
• in most Member States assisting spouses are not formally re c o g-
nised, there f o re invisible, and  in practice often wo rse  off than
atypical wo r ke rs ;
• the Dire c t i ve 86/613/EEC has been ineffective in achieving its aim
of giving assisting spouses a clearly defined professional status
and establishing their social security entitlements;
• the last consideration is partly due to the complexity surro u n d i n g
the  legal  status  of  assisting  spouses  which  invo l ves  Member
States’ fiscal law, matrimonial law, social security law, labour law
and company law; there is greater need for more binding EU leg-
islation laying down a fra m ework providing minimum guara n t e e s
for  assisting spouses,  within  which the Member States should
choose the most appropriate way to adapt their sys t e m ;
• assisting spouses who are eligible only for derived rights to social
p rotection through their husband’s contributions are very vulner-
a b l e,  especially  in  the  event  of  divo rce  or  death  of  the  self-
e m p l oyed wo r ke r ;
• the take-up for voluntary contributory social security schemes is
l ow, even when it is possible, due to traditional attitudes as we l l
as to legal and regulatory barriers.
1 3
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e m p l oyed the EP calls on the amended Dire c t i ve to include among
other items:
• compulsory re g i s t ration of assisting spouses so that they are no
longer invisible wo r ke rs ;
• the obligation on Member States to take the necessary measure s
to ensure that assisting spouses are able to take out insura n c e
c over for health care, re t i rement pensions, maternity benefit and
replacement services and invalidity benefit;
• the same conditions for access to vocational training for assisting
spouses as exists for self-employed wo r ke rs ;
• the right for assisting spouses to re p resent their company and/or
vote  and  be  elected  to  appropriate  professional  org a n i s a t i o n s,
except in instances where membership of these bodies re q u i res a
diploma or professional qualification which the assisting spouse
does not possess.
Fu r t h e r m o re the Member States are called on to establish a legal sta-
tus for assisting spouses, enabling them to choose between the sta-
tus of employed spouse, partner spouse or assisting spouse, on the
assumption that in the latter two cases the person concerned must,
even unpaid, be re g i s t e red and there f o re eligible for social pro t e c t i o n .
W h e re social security is compulsory for self-employed pers o n s, it
should be compulsory for assisting spouses.
2 . 3 D evelopments in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, it was not until the eighties that the work of
assisting spouses was seen as work. Traditionally it is was taken for
g ranted  and  seen  as  one  of  the  conjugal  tasks  of  the  wife.
Emancipation, the increasing number of married women with a job
and the growing number of female entre p re n e u rs, stimulated assist-
ing spouses to seek formal recognition. The new ideas first got off the
g round with farmer’s wives and their search for recognition appealed
to assisting spouses in SMEs. Their position was complicated by the
fact that legally the business relationship coincided with the matri-
monial one. In the beginning of the eighties assisting spouses wa n t-
ed clarity about their position and recognition, and their working sit-
uation was investigated (Meijer, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995). This
awa re n e s s - raising was coupled with a changing set of tasks for assist-
ing  spouses.  The  traditionally  helping  role  lost  more  and  more
g round to that of an independent managerial one.
1 4
Developments at the European and Dutch levelIn 1983 a  wo m e n ’s committee was established within the  Dutch
e m p l oye rs’ organisation NCOV. At first the committee strove after the
recognition of the (legal) position, later on the accent was shifted to
p rofessional support and to the stimulation of the participation in
decision making bodies. Eventually the wo m e n ’s committee chose to
i n t e g rate in NCOV and was disbanded in 1994. The SME employe rs ’
o rganisation KNOV chose initially an integrated approach, the inter-
ests of assisting spouses we re not dealt with in a separate commit-
t e e. Then, in 1988, a steering group was established to clarify the
position of assisting spouses and female entre p re n e u rs and to stimu-
late them to think about the policy to be pursued. The latter steering
g roup was an important initiator in the start of the European org a n-
isation for assisting spouses in SMEs, FEM (Femmes Euro p é e n n e s
des Moyennes et Petites Entreprises). After the merger of the two
o rganisations (KNOV and NCOV) into the Dutch SME Employe rs ’
Fe d e ration (MKB-Nederland) the original KNOV steering group wa s
named SME steering group Woman and Enterprise ( M K B - S t u u rg ro e p
Vrouw en Onderneming).
In June 1984 the Ministries of Economic Affairs, Social Affairs and
Ag r i c u l t u re and Fishery organised a special day on the position of
assisting  spouses. The results of  two studies  into  the  position of
assisting spouses in agriculture and SMEs we re presented. This then
enabled  assisting  spouses  to  present  their requests  supported  by
re s e a rch findings both at decision making organisations and in their
own organisations (Meijer, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995). The gove r n-
ment  set  up  the  ‘Committee  Assisting  Spouse’  ( C o m m i s s i e
Meewerkende Vrouw in het Eigen Bedrijf) to make an inventory of the
bottlenecks in the position of assisting spouses and provide possible
s o l u t i o n s. The committee concluded that enough possibilities ex i s t e d
for the regulation of the legal position but they we re complicated and
not  known.  The  need  for  good  information  was  emphasised.
Bottlenecks in the fiscal and social position of assisting spouses we re
pointed out, concerning mainly lack of pay and capital gain and the
absence of maternity leave. Lastly, the committee called attention to
the need for training as the work as assisting spouse was not con-
nected to former education. The findings of the committee re s u l t e d
in the development of a government policy for assisting spouses.
In  1988  bro c h u res  we re  published  by  the  Ministry  of  Economic
A f f a i rs  and  the  Ministry  of Ag r i c u l t u re,  Nature  and  Fishery  with
information about the legal and fiscal position of assisting spouses.
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ve rsion was introduced in 1989. With this tax reform, named after
the chairman of the committee ‘Van Oort’, considerable fiscal facili-
ties for the work of assisting spouses we re introduced or improve d .
The government investigated whether there was a need for financial
regulation  concerning  maternity  leave and/or for  replacement  by
p rofessional organisations during maternity leave (Blom et al., 1989).
E n t re p re n e u rs we re re s e r ved about the latter and the re p l a c e m e n t
regulation  was  commercially  not  re a l i s t i c.  Concerning  maternity
l e ave, the investigation resulted in an amendment of the Sickness
Benefits Law: in 1990 a regulation was introduced allowing female
e n t re p re n e u rs and assisting spouses to insure themselves vo l u n t a r i l y
against  the  loss  of  income  due  to  maternity  ( Vr i j w i l l i g e
Ziektewetverzekering (VWZ)).
Training possibilities for assisting spouses we re extended as the max-
imum age for dual training was abolished and the own enterprise
was recognised as training place. Because there was a need for spe-
cific training (Oosterhuis and We s t e r h u i s, 1988) a course for assist-
ing spouses was started.
The  possibility  to  establish  a  ‘Husband-Wife  Firm’  ( M a n - Vro u w
Firma) ( p a r t n e rship between husband and wife) in 1990  was an
important development and since then many couples have seized the
opportunity to do so. The special nature of a ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ is
the fact that conveyance costs have not to be paid at the moment of
the establishing, but may be postponed. The establishment of such
a partnership automatically invo l ves the re g i s t ration of the assisting
spouse as business partner. The ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ can be one of
t wo  forms  of  partnership,  the  ‘Maatschap’  or  the  ‘ Ve n n o o t s c h a p
onder Firma’ (VO F ), which are almost equal. In case of the first the
p a r t n e rs act independently but use certain common facilities. They
a re liable only for their proportion of the debt of the partnership. This
form is often chosen in liberal pro f e s s i o n s. In case of the latter, the
p a r t n e rs act as an entity and partners are seve rally liable for the total
debt  of  the  partnership.  Fiscal  facilities  for  self-employed,  as  for
example deduction for the self-employed, deduction for inve s t m e n t s
and deduction for starters, offer many  advantages comparing the
‘Husband-Wife Firm’ with tax deduction. Fu r t h e r m o re the assisting
spouse can use the deduction for old age to lay money aside for her
pension. For she is entitled to all fiscal deductions for self-employe d .
The following re q u i rements must be met to establish a ‘Husband-
Wife Firm’:
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of both spouses;
• the wife must be under 55 ye a rs of age;
• both spouses must present the request in written.
This does not mean that anyone should choose the ‘Husband-Wife
F i r m ’. Fiscal profit must be weighted against civil aspects. The most
important disadvantage is the seve ral liability of both spouses. This
means that the risk reduction obtained by a marriage under separa-
tion  of  ow n e rship  is  annulled.  In  case  of  a  possible divo rce  the
s h a red ow n e rship can be a problem for the continuation of the firm.
Although it can be re c o rded that the enterprise will be dissolved in
case of divo rc e, then the question rises: must the enterprise go to one
of the spouses, and if so to whom? (Pa a rd e ko o p e r, 1998).
A re m a r kable increase of partnerships indicates the popularity of the
‘Husband-Wife Firm’. While before 1990 the percentage of partner-
ships was less than 10%, in 1995 it was 14%. The increase could indi-
cate that the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ meet the needs of many assisting
spouses to make their position clear. Howeve r, it is generally assumed
that the popularity of the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ is more a question of
fiscal advantages than of striving for legal status (figure 1).
Recently further important changes in the position of the assisting
spouse have been introduced. Since the first of January 1997 the
assisting spouse can be an employee in the enterprise of the self-
e m p l oyed partner. Important changes we re also introduced in social
security (see 5.2.2).
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f ig u re 1 legal form of enterprises (SMEs with fewer than 20 working persons and agric u l t u ra l
e nterprises with mo re than 20 NGE*) in 1998
*  NGE= Ne de r l a ndse Grootte Eenhe id; standa rd per he c t a re per crop or per he c t a re per anima l .










unknown3 Formal re c o g n i t i o n
Formal recognition of the work of assisting spouses has become an
i s s u e,  on  the  one hand,  as  a  result  of cultural  changes:  wo m e n
became more self-assured, kept their job after marriage. On the other
hand, the role of assisting spouses itself changed from a part-time
a d m i n i s t ra t i ve one to that of true co-manager. This is illustrated in
section 3.1. The concept of formal recognition is elaborated in sec-
tion 3.2.
3 . 1 The role of assisting spouses
‘The invisible woman’ could be a good description of the assisting
s p o u s e.  Although  she may  manage  the  business jointly  with  the
e n t re p re n e u r, this business is usually re g i s t e red in the name of the
l a t t e r. The work of assisting spouses is no different nor less impor-
tant than that of employees or entre p re n e u rs, but usually assisting
spouses have no income of their own and are not or only partly vis-
ible in labour force statistics (Pe t e rs and de Lind van Wijngaard e n ,
1997). How many assisting spouses there are in the EU is not know n ,
nor is their economic contribution to GNP.
3 . 1 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
Information on the tasks assisting spouses perform is only ava i l a b l e
f rom studies dealing with specific sectors and countries. Some of the
data available on the tasks and functions that assisting spouses have
a re presented in this section.
The  tasks  performed  by  assisting  spouses  are  often  very  dive rs.
Ac c o rding to a 1994 survey in German craft, assisting spouses on
ave rage fulfilled seven different tasks or activities in the company.
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p a r t icular task in the firm 1994
t a s k / a c t i v i t y p e rc e nt a ge that perfo r ms a task/activity
of f ice work 9 4
e ns u re that the clie ntele’s mo ney come s
in time (ex ho r t a t io n ) 8 4
p e r s o n nel affa i r s 7 1
f i na nc ial bookke e p i ng 7 0
i n v o ic i ng 6 8
w a ges adm i n i s t ra t io n 6 8
ma r ke t i ng 5 7
p u rc h a s e s 4 2
f i na nc ial and fiscal planning 3 6
sale (in sho p s ) 3 4
b a l a nce sheet and tax de c l a ra t io ns 1 7
p ro duc t io n 1 3
S o u rce: The Status, 1995.
A study on the craft sector in Luxe m b o u rg shows that even the main
task performed by an assisting spouse varies greatly (table 2).
table 2 main task of assisting spouses in Luxe m b o u rg craft, 1996
main task %  
a dm i n i s t ra t io n 2 1
sales and pro duc t io n 1 7
b o o k ke e p i ng 1 6
ma k i ng out account s 1 5
daily ma na ge me nt 1 4
w a ges adm i n i s t ra t io n 1 0
costs account i ng 7
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: Zike s, 1997.
The role assisting spouses play seems to have evo l ved from an often
part-time administra t i ve role to that of a true co-manager, working in
m a r keting, purchasing, selling as well as taking part in the pro d u c-
tion. Ac c o rding to a study of the SME sector in Germany, a majority
of the assisting spouses is to a large extent individually re s p o n s i b l e
for the work she carries out (table 3).
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Formal recognitiontable 3 de g ree of re s p o nsibility of assisting spouses in German SMEs,
1 9 9 1
de g ree of re s p o ns i b i l i t y %
l a rgely work which is carried out in partnership with hu s b a nd 2 9
c a r r y i ng out work to a large ex t e nt without ind i v idua l / p e r s o nal re s p o ns i b i l i t y 1 8
l a rgely re s p o ns i b i l i t ies/tasks for which she is ind i v idually re s p o ns i b l e 1 3
only re s p o ns i b i l i t ies/tasks for which she is ind i v idually re s p o ns i b l e 9
re ma i n i ng group for which no suffic ie ntly detailed info r ma t ion on task
d i v i s ion was available 3 3
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: The Status, 1995.
The tasks assisting spouses fulfil are strongly connected to the sector
the enterprise belongs to. While in crafts e.g. there is often a stro n g
division between the craft part and the management side, this may
be completely different in many retail shops.
In the Italian province of Bergamo e.g. assisting spouses in va r i o u s
s e c t o rs we re asked what their main task/function in the enterprise
wa s. No less than 23% of them was invo l ved in production activi-
t i e s.
table 4 main tasks perfo r med by assisting spouses in Berg a mo (1993)
main task %
a dm i n i s t ra t ion and fina nc ial ma na ge me nt 3 9
p ro duc t io n 2 3
c o m me rc ial activitie s 1 9
re l a t io ns with personne l 8
o t her activity 1 1
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: The Status, 1995.
3 . 1 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
In more than 60% of family businesses the partner of the dire c t o r -
owner also works in the enterprise. Activities are, for the majority, in
the administra t i ve and secretarial field (Rooijen and Verbeek, 1996).
The tasks of assisting spouses changed in the period 1983 to 1992
(table 5). The package became more ex t e n s i ve and evo l ved on the
one hand towa rds more specific entre p reneurial activities, such as
p u rchase  and  production  activities,  financial  administra t i ve  tasks
and managerial activities; on the other hand the tasks tra d i t i o n a l l y
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and delivering goods and answering the telephone also incre a s e d .
table 5 tasks of assisting spouses in 1983 and 1992 in the Ne t he r l a nd s
1 9 8 3 1 9 9 2
% %
c l e a r i ng away, cleaning, furnishing / t a k i ng care of
s hop and sho p - w i ndo w 6 6 9 3
s a l e s, contacts with clie nt s, advertising, fixing pric e s 7 8 8 2
p u rc h a s e, contacts with supplie r s, assortme nt, visiting fa i r s 4 9 7 3
p e r s o n nel tasks 2 6 5 2
ma k i ng out account s, ma k i ng up the cash, adm i n i s t ra t io n 3 3 5 0
b o o k ke e p i ng 2 4 3 4
c o - o p e ra t i ng in pro duc t io n 1 9 3 3
re g u l a t i ng fina nc ial, legal affairs etc., filling up of f ic ial fo r ms 9 2 0
S o u rce: Me i j e r, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995.
Almost two thirds of assisting spouses in Dutch SMEs arranged their
work chiefly or completely themselve s. Their activities we re closely
connected to the task of the entre p re n e u r. The division of the tasks
s h owed that activities directly related to the day - t o - d ay work we re, in
half or more of the enterprises, carried out by the assisting spouse
and entre p reneur together.  Financial-administra t i ve activities we re
typically re s e r ved for her partner. Tasks commonly performed by the
assisting  spouse  alone  we re:  bookkeeping,  making  out  accounts,
making up the cash and the daily administration as well as clearing
away, cleaning and taking care of the shop (table 6).
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table 6 tasks perfo r med by the assisting spouse and/or partner in the Ne t he r l a nd s, 1992
s p o u s e t o ge t he r p a r t ne r n . a . * t o t a l
c l e a r i ng away, cleaning setting up and taking care
of the shop and sho p - w i ndo w 1 3 8 0 6 1 1 0 0 %
ma k i ng out account s, ma k i ng up the cash, adm i n i s t ra t io n 1 6 3 4 5 0 - 1 0 0 %
p u rchase: contact with supplie r s 4 6 9 2 7 - 1 0 0 %
sales: contacts with clie nt s, advertising, fixing pric e s 6 7 6 1 7 1 1 0 0 %
p ro duc t io n 5 2 8 3 2 3 5 1 0 0 %
b o o k ke e p i ng 2 1 1 3 6 3 3 1 0 0 %
re g u l a t i ng fina nc ial, legal affairs etc., filling up of f ic ial fo r ms 7 1 3 7 3 7 1 0 0 %
p e r s o n nel ma na ge me nt 5 4 7 3 0 1 8 1 0 0 %
* = not applic a b l e.
S o u rce: Me i j e r, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995.About half of the women we re of the opinion that the most impor-
tant factor for the division of the tasks between man and woman wa s
the combination of know l e d g e, experience and pre f e rence of both
p a r t n e rs. Besides that, the available time played an important ro l e.
Almost one out of five women stated that know l e d g e, experience or
p re f e rence of the partner in particular determined the division of the
t a s k s. In contrast only one out of twenty women saw her k n ow l e d g e,
experience or pre f e rence as the decisive factor.
M o re than 70% considered themselves as co-entre p re n e u r, the re s t
s aw themselves as an assistant of the entre p reneur or as employe e.
Of those women that saw themselves as co-entre p reneur more than
half found their tasks as demanding as those of their husband and
t h ree quarters of them decided their daily pro g ramme themselve s.
In the Netherlands an attempt was made to estimate the macro - e c o-
nomic importance of assisting spouses (KNOV/EIM, 1994). As the
d e g ree to which assisting spouses work in the enterprise and the
l evel of their tasks differ considera b l y, it is difficult to estimate their
contribution  to  turnover  and  employment.  Among  the  assisting
s p o u s e s, howeve r, there is a group that can clearly be chara c t e r i s e d
as ‘co-entre p re n e u r ’. For them it is possible to estimate their contri-
bution  to  turnover  and  employment.  They  meet  the  follow i n g
re q u i re m e n t s :
• work at least 40 hours a we e k ;
• l evel of tasks: tasks of an entre p reneur in various fields;
• co-decide  on  business  policy  such  as  personnel  management,
i n ve s t m e n t s, ex p a n s i o n .
This concerned 40% of the assisting spouses in 1992 and resulted in
the estimation that those assisting spouses we re responsible for 2%
of Dutch turnover and employment in SME companies. For the gro u p
‘other  assisting  spouses’,  no  estimation  of  their  contribution  to
t u r n over and to employment can be given separately from that of
their husband. They realised, together with their husband, a turnove r
of 39 billion Dutch Guilders and provided employment for 125,000
p e rs o n s. All family businesses together we re responsible for 11% of
t u r n over and employment in SMEs in the Netherlands (table 7).
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spouses as:
• certain sectors, in particular agriculture we re not included;
• very small firms (annual turnover below 25,000 Dutch Guilders )
we re not included;
• the assumptions re g a rding the number of assisting spouses are
p robably low ;
• comparisons are made with the entire SME sector. For those sec-
t o rs where assisting spouses are predominantly active, consider-
ably higher shares would be found.
3 . 2 Dimensions of formal re c o g n i t i o n
Formal recognition can take place at different leve l s, within the busi-
n e s s, at sector level, and by public administrations and re g u l a t i o n s.
It cove rs a broad area, e.g. re m u n e ration, re p resentation in pro f e s-
sional organisations and fiscal tre a t m e n t .
In this report the four dimensions of formal recognition are distin-
guished and described
1:
1 . financial re c o g n i t i o n : p e rsonal income, ow n e rship and continua-
tion in case of divo rce or the partner’s decease;
2 . executive re c o g n i t i o n : the formal right to participate in decisions
re g a rding the enterprise, especially when these may have a major
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table 7 e s t i ma t ion of ma c ro - e c o no m ic re l e v a nce of assisting spouses in the Ne t he r l a nd s, 1992
f u l l - t i me ‘co-ent re p re ne u r ’
a o t her assisting spouses family busine s s e s
d
e s t a b l i s h me nt s
nu m b e r 3 0 , 0 0 0 4 5 , 0 0 0 7 5 , 0 0 0
p e rc e nt a ge of total 8 1 2 2 0
t u r nover billion Dutch Guilde r s
b
a mo u nt 1 3 not assig ne d 6 5
p e rc e nt a ge of total 2 not assig ne d 1 1
w o r k i ng persons
c
nu m b e r 4 2 , 5 0 0 not assig ne d 2 1 0 , 0 0 0
p e rc e nt a ge 2 not assig ne d 1 1
a . ‘ c o - e nt re p re neur’: assisting spouses with a working week of 40 ho u r s, ent re p re ne u r ial tasks, ma na ge r ial de c i-
s ion autho r i t y.
b. T he total of SMEs in which the woman is ‘co-ent re p re neur’ accord i ng to the three me nt io ned criteria, re a l i s e d
a turnover of 26 billion Dutch Guilde r s. Half of the turnover is assig ned to the m .
c. T he total of SMEs in which the woman is ‘co-ent re p re neur’ accord i ng to the three me nt io ned criteria, pro-
v ided employme nt to 85,000 persons. Half of the employme nt is assig ned to the m .
d. Tu r nover and employme nt realised by assisting spouses toge t her with their hu s b a nd.
S o u rce: KNOV/EIM, 1994.
1 This mo del as well as the ens u i ng de s c r i p t io ns in this section are taken from Pe t e r s, 1997b.impact, for exa m p l e, investments and the legal structure. It also
includes the authorisation to re p resent the firm ex t e r n a l l y, not
only with clients and suppliers but also e.g. with banks;
3 . p rofessional recognition: a formal status as assisting spouse in line
with the statuses of employee and self-employe d ;
4 . a d m i n i s t rative re c o g n i t i o n : the degree to which assisting spouses
a re recognised and treated as assisting spouses and as individuals
by the re l evant public authorities and public schemes.
These four dimensions can not be seen totally isolated from each
o t h e r, for professional recognition is strongly linked to administra t i ve
recognition, while financial and administra t i ve recognition are re l a t-
ed through the taxation system (figure 2).
f ig u re 2 fo r mal re c o g n i t ion of assisting spouses: dime ns io ns and aspects
E x p l a na t io n :
1 . Pe r s o nal inc o me, in the form of e.g. wages or share in prof i t s
2 . S o c ial pro t e c t io n
3 . At t r i b u t ion of a part of the value of the enterprise to the spouse in case of hu s-
b a nd’s decease or divorc e
4 . C o nt i nua t ion of the enterprise if the hu s b a nd dies (tra ns f e r )
5 . T he rig ht to participate in de c i s io ns re g a rd i ng the firm
6 . E x t e r nal re p re s e nt a t ion of the firm
7 . R e p re s e nt a t ion in int e r me d iate org a n i s a t io ns: voting rig hts and elig i b i l i t y
8 . R e g i s t ra t ion (inc re a s i ng visibility, info r ma t ion and ide nt i f ic a t io n )
9 . R e c o rd of working life
1 0 . Fiscal tre a t me nt: ind i v idual rig hts (fiscal ide ntity and re c o g n i t ion) equal tre a t-
me nt in comparison to other prof e s s io nal catego r ies (re g a rd i ng e.g. de duc t io n
p o s s i b i l i t ies for tra i n i ng and social security cont r i b u t io ns, re mu ne ra t io n )
1 1 . Access to specific sche mes for self-employed and employees or the cre a t ion of
similar sche me s, e.g. access to tra i n i ng, employme nt me a s u res in the case of
u ne m p l o y me nt, etc.
S o u rce: Pe t e r s, 1997b.
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5Each dimension consists of seve ral aspects of recognition. Of the dis-
tinguished aspects personal income and social protection are stro n g-
ly linked, while the continuation of the enterprise in the case of the
p a r t n e r ’s decease, is connected also to the exe c u t i ve re c o g n i t i o n .
Financial re c o g n i t i o n
Normally a person is financially rewa rded for his labour. Housew i ve s
a re the only group that structurally perform labour without a labour
relationship and with no direct pay. That assisting spouses seldom
re c e i ve financial compensation is directly related to the fact that, tra-
d i t i o n a l l y, ‘helping in the husband’s enterprise’ was considered to be
a domestic task. And, as just mentioned, housew i ves do not re c e i ve
d i rect re m u n e ra t i o n .
If the assisting spouse is formally an employee in the enterprise,
additional advantages are obtained: social protection and labour pro-
tection (with some exc e p t i o n s ) .
The decision to choose between no or low payments or being paid
as an employe e, depends on:
• a comparison between costs and benefits for the business. If there
is no payment, there are no costs and often tax deduction possi-
bilities for family enterprises apply. The other side of the picture
is that the cost of replacement, for example in case of illness, may
not be compensated.
• a comparison between costs and benefits for the assisting spouse:
the enterprise is generally very dear to assisting spouses. From a
point of view of the couple and the household income, pay m e n t s,
whether or not as an employe e, may often be indifferent or less
a d va n t a g e o u s. Fu r t h e r m o re in many Member States sole bre a d -
w i n n e rs can deduct a certain amount from their income before
t a xe s. The assisting spouse has to weigh up whether the inve s t-
ments they make in the enterprise, the risks they take (divo rc e,
decease of partner) and independence are worth the costs for the
enterprise of being an employee with its benefits.
The way in which re m u n e ration can be made may be direct, i.e. as
p e rsonal income, either as a wage or as a share in the profit, or indi-
rect in the sense of contributions paid for social securities: for exa m-
ple for health insura n c e, sickness benefits, disablement and re t i re-
ment pensions.
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e n t e r p r i s e, or being assigned part of its value should the husband die
or the couple be divo rced. It is important to note that, although the
right to continue the enterprise after the partner’s death may be seen
as financial recognition, it is linked to the exe c u t i ve re c o g n i t i o n .
E xe c u t i ve re c o g n i t i o n
E xe c u t i ve recognition is not only a question of arrangements within
the family business, it also cove rs the right to participate in decision
making and to re p resent the firm. Assisting spouses share the risks
and managerial tasks with their partner. So, formal exe c u t i ve re c o g-
nition should be the logical consequence. The right to present the
firm should automatically lead to the right to vote and be voted for
in  professional  org a n i s a t i o n s,  such  as  sector  organisations  or
C h a m b e rs of Commerc e. Howeve r, there are organisations where the
m e m b e rship is based on entre p re n e u rship or ow n e rs h i p .
P rofessional re c o g n i t i o n
P rofessional recognition is the formal recognition of the pro f e s s i o n a l
s t a t u s, comparable to that of employee and of self-employed. These
statuses are generally not formalised in any particular law. The re c o g-
nition of being an employee is connected with having a labour re l a-
tionship and  being re g i s t e red  as  such  in  social security sys t e m s.
While  labour  surveys  distinguish  self-employed  and  employe e s,
assisting spouses are not found as such. At best they are classified
under the category family wo r ke rs.
This absence of a working re c o rd will be a handicap in a situation in
which a new job or new finances are sought. Then a description of
tasks and activities, function level and re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s, the dura t i o n
of the job and the working hours are important. Although employe e s
can  fall  back  on  their  labour  contra c t s,  re f e rences  etc.  and  self-
e m p l oyed can refer to their position as entre p re n e u r, assisting spous-
es are left empty-handed.
P rofessional recognition of assisting spouses is the  re g i s t ration of
their work in all its facets, that is kept up-dated.
Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve re c o g n i t i o n
Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve recognition means the recognition by public authori-
ties of assisting spouses as individual, independent members of the
working population. Important in this respect are the fiscal tre a t m e n t
and the access to specific schemes open to self-employed and/or
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a l l ows them the same deduction possibilities for training and social
security contributions as other professional gro u p s. This implicates
that beforehand there has to be made a careful examination of the
existing provisions and the relationship with marriage legislation.
Legal  recognition  can  formalise  the  specific  role  and  position  of
assisting  spouses,  different  from  that  of  an  employee  or  self-
e m p l oyed. The actual form determines if it will be effective and will
be utterly important for its acceptance. There is a need for flex i b i l i t y
and for the possibility to opt for a different status should changes in
the situation of the enterprise occur.
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P rofessional recognition re f e rs to the formal recognition of the pro-
fessional status of the assisting spouses. It also re f e rs to the re g i s t ra-
tion of her work in all its facets and re g i s t ration as a separate gro u p
in statistics.
T h e re are two ways to approach the concept of ‘assisting spouse’, by
her role or by her status. The first reflects the type of professional col-
l a b o ration  existing between  two  spouses. The assisting  spouse is
defined by her role: a person who habitually participates in the activ-
ities of a family enterprise. The other approach is by defining her sta-
t u s, comparable to that of employee or self-employe d .
The Council Dire c t i ve 86/613 EEC defines assisting spouses accord-
ing to their role as: not being employees or partners, who habitually,
under the conditions laid down by national law, participate in the
activities of the self-employed worker and perform the same tasks or
ancillary tasks.
Formal recognition at European level relates there f o re to this gro u p .
A formal status can include all or some aspects of formal re c o g n i t i o n .
A re c o rd of one’s working life is important e.g. when a new job is
sought, an enterprise started, for participation in certain pro g ra m m e s
and for claiming social security benefits. In this respect not only hav-
ing had a job but also the kind of work, responsibility and the dura-
tion of the working week are important. If an assisting spouse is con-
f ronted with the decease of her husband or divo rc e, and has to find
e m p l oyment, she generally has no proof of the duration and kind of
work she did, making her position even more difficult.
Resolution of the European Pa r l i a m e n t
The European Parliament calls on the Member States to establish
legal status for assisting spouses, enabling them to choose betwe e n
the status of employed spouse, partner spouse or assisting spouse.
Fu r t h e r m o re re g i s t ration of assisting spouses should be compulsory
so that they are no longer invisible wo r ke rs.
The Resolution calls on Member States for compulsory re g i s t ra t i o n
and the isolation of assisting spouses in statistical data on the self-
e m p l oyed in order to show the value of their work in family enter-
prises and to make clear how many assisting spouses are working in
each sector.
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International developments in the position of assisting spouses and the possible implications for the Netherlands4 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
In virtually all countries and sectors assisting spouses may obtain the
status of either employee or partner (Pe t e rs, 1995a; Pe t e rs, 1997b).
Both these terms – employee and partner – are clearly defined in ex i s t-
ing legislation. Working as an employee can offer the greatest benefit
if the spouse has social security high on her list of priorities. Being a
legal partner has the most to offer in terms of equal rights (and oblig-
ations) (Pe t e rs, 1995a). Howeve r, even though spouses have the right
to the status of either employee or partner, practically speaking there
a re obstacles to be ove rc o m e. Social Security officials may prove dif-
ficult when dealing with assisting spouses who apply for unemploy-
ment benefits (Pe t e rs, 1997b). Such authorities need clear ev i d e n c e
that fewer hours have been wo r ked in the family business. When
u n e m p l oyment benefits are claimed for a part-time job as employe e
e l s ew h e re,  they  may  be  suspicious  that  assisting  spouses  have
i n c reased their working hours in the family business. An assisting
spouse with a contract of employment often has difficulty in con-
vincing the tax authorities to accept this. Tax inspectors are very cau-
t i o u s,  the  wages  paid  to  spouses  could  be  booked  as  corpora t e
expense and so reduce the amount of profit made and subsequently
the amount of taxation the enterprise has to pay (Kalff-Lena, 1995).
With a few exc e p t i o n s, e.g. the craft sector in Germany and the cra f t
and  commerce sector  in  Austria, where the majority  of  assisting
spouses are employe e s, the majority of assisting spouses in Euro p e
a re working in the family business without any official status. There
is a difference according to sector which status is pre f e r red. In agri-
c u l t u re
1 assisting spouses more often want to be considered as pro-
fessional farmers, whether as a spouse, an associate or a farm man-
a g e r, with access to social protection (Pe t e rs, 1997b). Such a desire
to be professionally recognised is less marked in the trade and cra f t
s e c t o r, and even less in the liberal sector. France and Italy have offi-
cial statuses for assisting spouses. In Finland this option was delib-
e rately rejected in agriculture in favour of a guaranteed status as part-
ner in the farm.
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1 All over Europe assisting spouses in agric u l t u re were the first to plead their cause. In ma ny
c o u nt r ies their position is better than that of assisting spouses in other sectors. One of the
re a s o ns for this may be that tra d i t io nally they were also involved in the ma na ge me nt of the
fa r m .France is an example of a country in which an assisting spouse has
the possibility to choose the status of assisting spouse, and be re g i s-
t e red as such, and is an example of what can be re c o rded in a sta-
t u s.
Experience in France and other countries, where certain rights ex i s t ,
teach that there are obstacles to claiming them. Obstacles (Va c h e r,
1995; Kalff-Lena, 1995; Pe t e rs, 1995b) for acquiring a status are :
• t h e re is too little information, insufficient knowledge of statuses
and related rights.
• the lack of initial motivation. Many assisting spouses have little
self-confidence and take their work in the enterprise for gra n t e d .
Often they are reluctant to negotiate their rights with their partner.
H oweve r, there is a difference between young couples and older
o n e s. The first group is better trained and informed and yo u n g
women are generally conscious of the importance of formalising
the spouse’s participation.
• f i n a n c e s. Small enterprises can seldom afford to pay wages to the
spouse or, as a consequence, social cove ra g e.
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For example: Finland
F i n l a nd has no special status for assisting spouses in the agric u l t u ral sector. Ins t e a d,
an assisting spouse is automa t ically assumed to be a partner in the farm from the
mo me nt she starts working in it, irrespective whe t her she is owner or not (Zike s, 1997).
For example: Fra nc e, a country with a status born from the idea of equa l i t y.
In Fra nce the int ro duc t ion of the law of 10th July 1982 allows assisting spouses in the
sector craft and tra de to choose a status:. 
In order to obtain the status of assisting spouse she must be de c l a red as such with he r
o rg a n i s a t ion (sector org a n i s a t ion, Chamber of Comme rc e, tra de org a n i s a t ion). The sta-
tus inc l udes social rig ht s, entitles the spouse to build up her own re t i re me nt pens io n ,
de f i nes her re s p o ns i b i l i t ies and protects her personal pro p e r t y.
Despite the fact that the assisting spouse status is ge nu i nely advant a geous and ent a i l s
h a rdly any costs, in 1995 only few opted for this status. 94% of the spouses have no
s t a t u s, 6% opted for wage - e a r n i ng, associate or assisting spouse status. Of tho s e
spouses having chosen a status, 75% are assisting spouses, 20% are wage - e a r n i ng and
5% are associates (Lettré, 1995).
Ac c o rd i ng to a Fre nch study
1 a c q u i r i ng a status is connected to the involveme nt in the
e nt e r p r i s e, the size of the enterprise and the couple’s personal re l a t io nship. Concern fo r
s o c ial pro t e c t ion is the main factor in acquiring a status (Ka l f f - L e na, 1995; Va c he r,
1995.) 
1 T he study was conducted by the Louis HARRIS Institute on behalf of the Ministry for Sma l l
a nd Medium-Sized Ent e r p r i s e s, Tra de and Cra f t s. Results were pre s e nted by Mrs. S. Va c her of
this institute in ‘The Status of self-employed workers’ spouse, European seminar June 1995 –
Pa r i s ’.The Italian status is not a specific one for assisting spouses, but for
all family wo r ke rs. This status was not the result of an equal tre a t-
ment policy, but of the importance attached to family enterprises and
the desire to protect its members.
In France and in Italy the existence of a specific status for assisting
spouses  leads  to  re g i s t ration:  in  both  cases  at  the  Chamber  of
C o m m e rc e. In countries without such a status, assisting spouses are
not systematically re g i s t e red. The status of assisting spouses being
e m p l oyee is  re c o rded through the existence of  a labour contra c t .
Re g i s t ration takes place with fiscal and social security authorities.
Assisting spouses being partner or associate in the business are also
re g i s t e red with fiscal authorities and in most countries with the re g-
i s t ration of the (establishment) of the business.
Most assisting spouses work in the family business without such a
s t a t u s. Sometimes their re g i s t ration is demanded when a company is
re g i s t e red.  Regulations  on  business  re g i s t ration  differ  among  the
E u ropean countries. In Denmark re g i s t ration in the trade register is
compulsory only for limited and non limited partnerships and vo l-
untary  for  sole  tra d e rs  and  general  partners h i p s.  In  the  United
Kingdom sole tra d e rs do not need to re g i s t e r. In Finland and Swe d e n
3 2
P r ofessional recognition
For example: It a l y, a country with a status born from the idea ‘family businesses are
i m p o r t a nt ’.
P r ior to the re form of the It a l ian law (Law No 151 of 19
t h May 1975), all work do ne by
an assisting spouse was cons ide red to have been do ne for fre e. Since then the assist-
i ng spouse has been gra nted a number of rig hts which take into account her partic i-
p a t ion in the running of the business (Caisse, 1997). 
T he cond i t io ns under which rig hts are attributed is that the re must be a family re l a-
t io nship and that the person must work regularly within the family or within the ent e r-
prise (Tazza, 1995). 
T he rig hts recognised are :
• t he rig ht to ma i nt e na nc e ;
• not only the rig ht to share ownership, but also to share in the inc rease in the value
of the enterprise and goods purc h a s e d ;
• t he rig ht to liquidate the share of ownership rig hts in case of termina t ion of activ-
i t y, divorce or if she de c ides to stop working in the family enterprise (voluntarily or
no t ) ;
• t he rig ht to exert cont rol over de c i s io ns taken by the ent re p re neur which could
e nda nger her own recognised rig ht s. Decisio ns conc e r n i ng the use of prof i t s, and
t hose pertaining to ex t ra o rd i nary adm i n i s t ra t ion, pro duc t ion policy and termina t io n
of activity, must be taken by majority vote, by the members of the fa m i l y. Ho w e v e r,
t he ent re p re neur ma y, in de a l i ngs with third partie s, legitimately act on his own
w i t hout abid i ng by the majority de c i s ion. The family’s only recourse in that case is
to sue for da ma ge s. This shows the limitatio ns of the family gua ra ntees (Caisse,
1997). 
• t he rig ht of pre - e m p t ion in the case of disposal or division further to inhe r i t a nc e.on the other hand, sole tra d e rs are obliged to register (Pe t e rs, 1997b).
E ven if mentioning of family wo r ke rs is demanded at the moment of
re g i s t ration, the use of these re c o rds is limited by the fact that the
reporting of subsequent changes is not demanded or not done in
p ra c t i c e. Since it is not uncommon for assisting spouses to com-
mence their work some time after the business was founded, this
leads to under-re p resentation in these re c o rd s.
Assisting spouses will not usually be encountered in re c o rds as pro-
f e s s i o n a l s, whereas employees and self-employed are, for example in
social security re g i s t e rs, tax authorities, Chambers of Commerc e, pro-
fessional org a n i s a t i o n s. Social security bodies often keep a detailed
re c o rd of a pers o n ’s working life, especially if levels of contributions
and benefits are related to it. Since many assisting spouses are not
i n s u red the social security authorities will have no re c o rd. The tax
authorities will register an assisting spouse as such only if she her-
self has to pay tax separa t e l y. Otherwise she is found at best as a tax
deductible item for her husband.
In the Eurostat labour force survey again assisting spouses are not dis-
cerned as a separate category. Assisting spouses are part of the cate-
gory ‘family wo r ke rs’ and not identifiable. Fu r t h e r m o re, the classifi-
cation is based on answe rs provided by the households. This implies
that assisting spouses being employee or partner may or may not be
classified by themselves or by their husbands as family wo r ke r.
4 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands an assisting spouse can choose between being a
partner or, since the first of January 1997, being an employee in the
enterprise of the self-employed partner. There is no choice for a legal
status as assisting spouse.
In 1992 three quarters of Dutch assisting spouses had their legal posi-
tion re c o rded in writing in a contract or otherwise, half of them shar-
ing the responsibility for the enterprise as partner or co-director (see
table 8).
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%
position recorded in contract or otherwise 7 6
p a r t ne r 3 9
c o - d i re c t o r 1 3
a s s i s t i ng spouse 1 9
e m p l o y e e 5
position not recorded in writing 2 4
w a nt a re c o rd in writing 5
is of the opinion that a re c o rd in writing is not ne c e s s a r y 1 9
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: Me i j e r, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995.
As in many other European countries, in the Netherlands assisting
spouses are often not re g i s t e red as a pro f e s s i o n a l s. When they are a
business  partner,  then  assisting  spouses  are  re g i s t e red.  This  has
become far more common since the introduction of the ‘Husband-
Wife Firm’ in 1990 (see 2.3). Re g i s t ration also takes place when they
a re given legal authority to re p resent the business (at the Chamber
of Commerce). Dutch entre p re n e u rs are not asked to specify the fam-
ily  members  working  in  their  business  upon  re g i s t ration  at  the
Chamber of Commerc e. As  the  possibility of  a labour  agre e m e n t
b e t ween man and woman was only recently introduced, it is not
k n own how many women have chosen the status of employe e.
T h ey may be traced in fiscal re g i s t e rs if their husband has claimed
tax deduction for their work in the business. In labour force statistics
t h ey are not found as a separate category, but come under the head-
ing of family wo r ke rs.
4 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
The situation concerning professional recognition of assisting spous-
es in the Netherlands is about the same as in many other Euro p e a n
c o u n t r i e s. Howeve r, this is recent (1997), with the introduction of the
possibility of a labour agreement between husband and wife. The
choice for partnership as assisting spouse was very much facilitated
by  the  introduction  of  the  ‘Husband-Wife  Firm’  in  1990.  The
‘Husband-Wife Firm’ is very attra c t i ve by its fiscal deduction possi-
b i l i t i e s,  howeve r,  these  has  to  be  weighted  out  against  the  civil
a s p e c t s.
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assisting spouses, such as exists e.g. in France and Italy. Such a sta-
tus would be an improvement in the position of assisting spouses in
the Netherlands as, in addition to their current rights, it would awa rd
them the right to build up their own re t i rement rights, define their
responsibilities and protect their personal property (French exa m p l e )
or the right to maintenance, to share ow n e rship and to share in the
i n c rease in value of the enterprise and goods purchased and the right
to exert control over decisions (Italy). Experience in Fra n c e, howev-
e r, also shows that the creation of a legal status as assisting spouse
is not enough. It needs to be combined with other instruments such
as an information campaign in order to further take-up. In designing
such a status the financial consequences for family businesses must
also be born in mind. They should not constitute an insupera b l e
t h re s h o l d .
With re g a rd to the lack of re g i s t ration and invisibility in statistics the
situation in the Netherlands does not differ greatly from that of most
other EU Member States.
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Financial recognition as defined in chapter 3 includes not only a per-
sonal income, but also social protection and rights in case of decease
and divo rc e. As for any other working person financial recognition is
crucial for assisting spouses also. It is, there f o re, perhaps the most
important  item  in  formal  recognition  of assisting  spouses.  These
t h ree aspects together form the basis of (economic) independence
and equality.
In this chapter the aspects of financial recognition will be looked at.
As indicated in section 3.2, financial recognition includes pers o n a l
income (5.1), social protection (5.2) and attribution of a part of the
value of the enterprise to the spouse in case of decease or divo rc e
( 5 . 3 ) .
5 . 1 Pe rsonal income
The first aspect of financial recognition is re m u n e ration. For employ-
ees  and  partners  the  receipt  of  a  personal  income  is  re g u l a t e d .
H aving an income of one’s own is not the same as indirectly bene-
fiting from the income that comes into the household in the name of
the entre p re n e u r. In this situation the position of assisting spouse is
no different from that of a married wife without a (paid) job. Ta x
deduction regulations for the contribution made by assisting spous-
e s, because of their modest level do no justice to the work performed
by assisting spouses and do not bring her the economic indepen-
dence associated with a personal income.
Resolution of the European Pa r l i a m e n t
The European Parliament recognises the need for more information
concerning the impact of tax systems on persons assisting in the
b u s i n e s s, in particular with re g a rd to the consequences of declaring
as  business  ex p e n d i t u re  the  re m u n e ration  actually  paid  to  the
s p o u s e, on the two conditions that this is the normal re m u n e ra t i o n
for necessary services actually re n d e red and that the legally re q u i re d
deductions and contributions have been made.
5 . 1 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
G e n e rally speaking, an assisting spouse who wants to re c e i ve pay-
ments  according  to  her  contribution  must  choose  the  status  of
e m p l oyee or partner. Otherwise, the only form of fiscal re c o g n i t i o n
existing in the Member States is that found in fiscal facilities for fam-
ily businesses.
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of the assisting spouse. This does not imply that actual pay m e n t
t a kes place. Examples are found in Belgium, Denmark, Italy, the
N e t h e r l a n d s, Sweden and the United Kingdom. The idea behind this
tax facility is to assist and stimulate family enterprises. In Denmark
e.g., up to 50% of the company ’s benefits can be attributed to assist-
ing spouses as income. Current fiscal provisions in Italy stipulate that
under certain conditions 49% of the business’ annual taxable income
must be assigned to members of the family working in the family
enterprise on a regular basis and for whom this work constitutes
their main occupation.
Usually under current legislation receiving re m u n e ration entails the
obligation to pay social security contributions similar to employe e s.
For small businesses paying both wages and social security contri-
butions  can be  too  heavy  a financial  burden.  In  e.g.  the  United
Kingdom there is a threshold for paying contributions. Should the
p ayment made to an assisting spouse be below a certain sum, this
amount will be considered to be an expense against tax and there-
f o re not subject to social security pre m i u m s. This applies under the
p rovision  that  earnings  below  a  certain  level  are  exempt  fro m
National Insurance pre m i u m s. Of course this implies that the earn-
ings of the assisting spouse can only be small if a payment of con-




In Belgium a tax re duc t ion for the assisting spouse is possible for ma r r ied tax-payers.
An assisting spouse may not have a separate prof e s s io nal inc o me of mo re than BEF
385,000 per annum (1997). The tax-payer who wants to use the system must pro v e
that his wife actually works in the ent e r p r i s e. Ho w e v e r, this re mu ne ra t ion may no t
exceed 30% of the net inc o me of the self-employed worke r, unless pro of is given that
t he perfo r ma nce of the assisting spouse justifies a hig her amo u nt. For example both
spouses have the same certificate and the assisting spouse contributes substant ially to
t he business (two do c t o r s, lawyers, hairdre s s e r s ) .
T he fo l l o w i ng table shows that in the majority of family businesses the only fina nc ia l
p ro v i s ion related to the work of assisting spouses is the applic a t ion of this tax fa c i l i-
t y. It is, ho w e v e r, int e re s t i ng that 7% of the assisting spouses surveyed ind icate that
a private fina nc ial arra nge me nt between them and their hu s b a nd has been ma de.
F i na nc ial pro v i s io ns in SME family businesses related to the work of assisting spouses
in Belgium, 1992
%
no fina nc ial pro v i s io n 2 4
tax de duc t ion from company’s prof i t 5 3
on the company’s payroll as employee 8
private settleme nt between spouses 7
s h a re of prof i t s 3
S o u rce: Degadt, 1993.Ac c o rding to the available information only in the Netherlands does
the possibility exist to pay assisting spouses ‘wages’ (real re m u n e ra-
tion deduction) without the obligation to pay social security contri-
butions (see section 5.1.2). No maximum is set re g a rding the assist-
ing spouse’s earnings. Howeve r, no actual payment is re q u i red for
the entre p reneur to be able to deduct the earnings as ex p e n s e s. This
accommodating attitude of the Dutch fiscal authorities is very differ-
ent from that of e.g. their German counterparts. For a German assist-
ing spouse to be recognised as an employee of the family business,
the head of the enterprise has to pay her wages at regular interva l s
into a separate account.
5 . 1 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
The contribution of assisting spouses is translated into tax deduction
in the majority of sole tra d e rs’ enterprises, while there are still many
assisting spouses who do not re c e i ve any re m u n e ration at all (table
10 ) .
In the Netherlands 20% of assisting spouses had no formal financial
settlement in 1992, although tax deduction had been applied for 26%
(table 9).
table 9 f i na nc ial pro v i s io ns ma de by family businesses in re l a t ion to the
work of assisting spouses in SMEs in the Ne t he r l a nd s, 1992
%
no settleme nt 2 0
p a r t ner uses fiscal de duc t io n 2 6
p rofit share 3 1
on wage list of private company / p a r t ne r s h i p 1 6
real pay 4
o t he r 3
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: Me i j e r, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995.
The opinions  of the  assisting spouses  themselves  about pay m e n t
we re rather divided. Almost half of them we re of the opinion that a
settlement was not necessary as they earned the income together
with the entre p re n e u r. One out of three attached no personal signifi-
cance to a financial settlement, they saw it rather as a commerc i a l ,
fiscal matter. The rest of the women we re of a different opinion. One
out of seven considered a financial entitlement a question of justice:
a fair division of the income. The legal security resulting from the fact
that their contribution is thus re g i s t e red, was important to one out of
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d e n c e. Howeve r, the actual financial settlement was for one out of
t wenty a disappointment, as they had the feeling that their work wa s
u n d e restimated (Meijer, Kokx and van Uxem, 1995).
A survey in 1998 (Rabobank, 1998) showed that about half of the
women shared in the businesses’ profit, the partner applied fiscal
deduction for 26% and 19% paid themselves a normal wa g e. The
choice was often a deliberate one, and often on advice of the family
business’ accountant (table 10 ) .
table 10 f i na nc ial pro v i s io ns ma de in re l a t ion to the work of assisting
spouses in the Ne t he r l a nd s, 1998
a s s i s t i ng spouses in sole-tra der ent e r p r i s e
re mu ne ra t io n or Hu s b a nd-Wife Firm (%)
pay the mselves ‘a no r mal wage ’ 6
‘ real re mu ne ra t ion de duc t ion’ (see 7.1) 4
‘ a s s i s t i ng spouse de duc t ion’ (see 7.1) 5 0
p rofit share 3 4
no fina nc ial pro v i s io n 6
t o t a l 1 0 0
S o u rce: Rabobank, 1998, unpublished da t a .
Of cours e, profit sharing is strongly connected to the ‘Husband-Wife
Firm’, whereas the tax deduction possibilities apply to sole tra d e r
enterprises only.
Although the surveys of 1992 and 1998 can not be entirely compare d ,
because in the figures on the latter companies and partnerships are
excluded, both tables show that in the Netherlands a substantial part
of the assisting spouses sees her work financially recognised thro u g h
a share in the business’ earnings. Payment in the form of wages does
not occur often, but this is to be expected because the option of
becoming employed by one’s spouse was until recently not ava i l a b l e
in this country. It is ra re that no financial provision at all exists for
assisting spouses in family enterprises. This is due to the fact that
Dutch legislation knows two favo u rable fiscal deduction possibilities
for their work: the assisting spouse’s deduction ( ‘ m e e w e r k a f t re k ’ )
and what  is  called  ‘real re m u n e ration’  (‘werkelijke beloning’) f o r
t a xe s. The first was under discussion again in the scope of the sim-
plification of the tax system for the entre p reneur by reducing the fis-
cal compensations and facilities (We r kg roep Oort, 1998). At the time
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Financial recognitionof the introduction of the assisting spouse deduction (1985) a labour
a g reement between husband and wife was not allowed. The assist-
ing spouse deduction constituted a recognition of the situation where
one half of a couple works in the enterprise of the other half, as a sit-
uation of two income earners. Nowa d ays there are alternatives such
as the labour agreement and the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’. In addition,
the regulation was considered sensitive to fraud owing to the hours
criterion, for it is difficult to verify whether the assisting spouse re a l-
ly works the hours stated on the tax-return. Howeve r, the impre s s i o n
existed  that  many  entre p re n e u rs  appreciate  the  regulation  as  an
a t t ra c t i ve option with a minimum of administration. As abolition
would have little budgetary effect, the Ministry of Finances decided
to maintain the ‘meewe r ka f t rek’ (We r kg roep Oort, 1998).
‘ Real re m u n e ration’ must be requested on a special tax form by hus-
band and wife jointly and the character of the work and of wo r k i n g
h o u rs must be re c o rded in a contract made by the couple and sent
with the tax form. Howeve r, the choice between the ‘assisting spouse
deduction’ and ‘real re m u n e ration’ can be re n ewed each year again,
but the contract does not have to be re n ewed every ye a r.
Which choice is the more profitable depends on the individual situ-
ation. It is influenced by factors including other income of the assist-
ing spouse. The choice made will influence the tax reductions for old
age and self-employment that the husband can make. Of the self-
e m p l oyed  that  claimed  profit  on  their  tax  form  in  1993  (about
3 70,000) ca. 90,000 persons applied the ‘assisting spouse deduction’
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D e duc t ion possibilities for family businesses for assisting spouses (Elsevie r, 1998):
1 . As s i s t i ng spouse de duc t ion ( M e e w e r ka f t r e k ) :
T he tax re duc t ion is applied to the gross inc o me and the assisting spouse must work
at least 525 hours per annum in the busine s s. The level of the tax re duc t ion de p e nd s
on the hours worke d.
f rom 525 up to and inc l ud i ng 874 ho u r s 1 . 2 5 % of prof i t
f rom 875 up to and inc l ud i ng 1,224 ho u r s 2 % of prof i t
f rom 1,225 up to and inc l ud i ng 1,749 ho u r s 3 % of prof i t
1,750 hours or mo re 4 % of prof i t
It is not obligatory that the spouse worked regularly du r i ng the year, important is
that the re q u i red hours were worked du r i ng the year, for example even only du r i ng
i l l ness of the ent re p re neur or in peak perio d s.
2 . Real re mu ne ra t io n ( We r ke l i j ke beloning):
T he ‘real re mu ne ra t ion’ is de ducted from the profit and is connected to a minimu m
( for 1998 NLG 16,414). If this option is applie d, the assisting spouse is assessed
i nd i v idually for tax and social ins u ra nc e.and 11,000 persons the ‘real re m u n e ration’ (Tweede Ka m e r, 1995-
1996). The reason for the low application of the latter is pre s u m a b l y
because it entails more administration and the popularity of the fis-
cally attra c t i ve ‘Husband-Wife Firm’.
The assisting spouse deduction is by no means necessarily the most
a d vantageous choice for a couple in a family business: neither fro m
the point of view of the assisting spouse (individual income) nor that
of the household income remaining after taxe s.
An important factor which determines what legal form of the busi-
ness and what status are most advantageous for the members of a
family business are the earnings of the business. The ave rage pro f i t
of a self-employed amounted to NLG 55,500 in 1998. The follow i n g
t wo tables (table 11 and table 12) show the implications for the dis-
posable income of husband, wife and the household as a whole of
the choice of applying for the ‘assisting spouses deduction’, the ‘re a l
re m u n e ration’, concluding a labour agreement or establishing as a
‘Husband-Wife Firm’ for four profit leve l s. The first two are (some-
what) below the ave rage profit level in the Netherlands. The two oth-
e rs concern a higher and a substantially higher level. The calcula-
tions  have been made  for  two cases:  one in which the assisting
spouse works full-time, the other in which she works 24 hours a
week. Working 24 hours a week is the minimum re q u i red for estab-
lishing a ‘Husband-Wife Firm’. In both cases it is assumed that the
assisting spouse is paid according to her contribution in time, i.e. that
tasks and function level are approximately equal between the two
s p o u s e s. The calculations we re made by EIM based on income tax
data with the help of the Brunet model for the gross-net calculation




table 11 disposable inc o me in 1998 for hu s b a nd, wife and ho u s e hold de p e nd i ng on the legal
form of the family busine s s, status of the spouse and fiscal de duc t io ns applie d, if the
a s s i s t i ng spouse works full-time
hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e
p rofit = NLG 35,000 p rofit = NLG 50,000 p rofit = NLG 80,000 p rofit = NLG 110,000
a s s i s t i ng spouse de duc t io n * 1 , 4 0 0 0 2 , 0 0 0 0 3 , 2 0 0 0 4 , 4 0 0 0
disposable inc o me 3 4 , 5 2 6 0 4 8 , 2 9 2 0 6 5 , 8 8 0 0 8 3 , 6 7 3 0
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 4 , 5 2 6 4 8 , 2 9 2 6 5 , 8 8 0 8 3 , 6 7 3
real re mu ne ra t io n * 1 7 , 5 0 0 1 7 , 5 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 4 0 , 0 0 0 4 0 , 0 0 0 5 5 , 0 0 0 5 5 , 0 0 0
disposable inc o me 1 7 , 5 0 0 1 5 , 0 3 4 2 5 , 0 0 0 2 0 , 1 3 5 3 6 , 5 4 0 3 0 , 1 8 8 4 5 , 9 8 7 4 0 , 5 3 9
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 2 , 5 3 4 4 8 , 2 9 2 6 6 , 7 2 8 8 6 , 5 2 6
labour agre e me nt* ** 3 0 , 3 8 2 2 9 , 5 0 0 3 0 , 3 8 2 2 9 , 5 0 0 4 6 , 7 1 5 4 0 , 0 0 0 6 4 , 7 0 4 5 5 , 0 0 0
disposable inc o me 4 , 6 1 8 2 2 , 3 0 1 1 9 , 6 1 8 2 2 , 3 0 1 3 2 , 9 0 6 2 8 , 3 3 7 3 9 , 8 7 5 3 7 , 0 1 1
ho u s e hold inc o me 2 6 , 9 1 9 4 1 , 9 1 9 6 1 , 2 4 3 7 6 , 8 8 6
hu s b a nd-wife firm* 1 7 , 5 0 0 1 7 , 5 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 4 0 , 0 0 0 4 0 , 0 0 0 5 5 , 0 0 0 5 5 , 0 0 0
disposable inc o me 1 7 , 5 0 0 1 7 , 5 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 2 5 , 0 0 0 3 5 , 0 2 7 3 5 , 0 2 7 4 4 , 6 2 4 4 4 , 6 2 4
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 5 , 0 0 0 5 0 , 0 0 0 7 0 , 0 5 5 8 9 , 2 4 8
* A mo u nt to be de ducted from the earnings of the enterprise and gross inc o me of the assisting spouse.
* * In the case of a labour agre e me nt and profit levels of NLG 35,000 and NLG 50,000, a wage of NLG 25,000
(50% of profits) would be below the minimum wage of NLG 29,500 (8% ho l iday allowance inc l uded), whic h
t he ent re p re neur is legally obliged to pay to employees of 23 years and mo re. The re fo re, this minimum wage
is taken as re mu ne ra t ion for the assisting spouse. On the other hand, the hu s b a nd can re duce his busine s s
costs by applying a special fiscal re duc t ion for low wage employees.
S o u rce: Calculatio ns by EIM Small Business Research and Cons u l t a nc y.
table 12 disposable inc o me in 1998 for hu s b a nd, wife and ho u s e hold de p e nd i ng on the legal
form of the busine s s, status of the spouse and fiscal de duc t io ns applie d, if the assist-
i ng spouse works part-time * *
hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e hu s b a nd w i f e
p rofit = NLG 35,000 p rofit = NLG 50,000 p rofit = NLG 80,000 p rofit = NLG 110,000
a s s i s t i ng spouse de duc t io n * 1 , 0 5 0 0 1 , 5 0 0 0 2 , 4 0 0 0 3 , 3 0 0 0
disposable inc o me 3 4 , 5 2 5 0 4 8 , 0 2 0 0 6 5 , 5 8 9 0 8 3 , 1 2 3 0
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 4 , 5 2 6 4 8 , 0 2 0 6 5 , 5 8 9 8 3 , 1 2 3
real re mu ne ra t io n * 1 3 , 1 2 5 1 3 , 1 2 5 1 8 , 7 5 0 1 8 , 7 5 0 3 0 , 0 0 0 3 0 , 0 0 0 4 1 , 2 5 0 4 1 , 2 5 0
disposable inc o me 2 1 , 8 7 5 1 2 , 7 3 4 3 1 , 0 7 3 1 5 , 8 8 5 4 2 , 8 3 8 2 3 , 5 3 6 5 4 , 6 4 8 3 1 , 1 8 7
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 4 , 6 0 9 4 6 , 9 5 8 6 6 , 3 7 4 8 5 , 8 3 5
labour agre e me nt * 1 6 , 6 8 0 * * * 1 7 , 7 0 0 1 7 , 8 8 7 1 8 , 7 5 0 3 0 , 9 8 5 3 0 , 0 0 0 4 8 , 2 2 4 4 1 , 2 5 0
disposable inc o me 1 4 , 8 3 4 1 4 , 8 3 4 3 1 , 8 6 8 1 5 , 5 4 3 4 2 , 2 1 8 2 2 , 5 9 7 5 0 , 2 5 5 2 9 , 0 3 2
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 3 , 1 5 4 4 7 , 4 1 1 6 4 , 7 9 7 7 9 , 2 8 7
hu s b a nd-wife firm* 2 1 , 8 7 5 1 3 , 1 2 5 3 1 , 2 5 0 1 8 , 7 5 0 5 0 , 0 0 0 3 0 , 0 0 0 6 8 , 7 5 0 4 1 , 2 5 0
disposable inc o me 2 1 , 8 7 5 1 3 , 1 2 5 3 0 , 1 7 1 1 8 , 7 5 0 4 1 , 4 7 5 2 9 , 5 6 5 5 3 , 1 3 5 3 5 , 8 1 5
ho u s e hold inc o me 3 5 , 0 0 0 4 8 , 9 2 1 7 1 , 0 4 0 8 8 , 9 5 0
* A mo u nt to be de ducted from the earnings of the enterprise and gross inc o me of the assisting spouse.
* * It is assumed that the spouse works 24 hours divided over 5 da y s, as this is fina nc ially mo re fa v o u rable than
w o r k i ng three whole da y s. The differe nce is caused by the thre s hold for paying social security cont r i b u t io ns :
a certain amo u nt a day is exempt from paying cont r i b u t io ns. This influences the net inc o me. For exa m p l e,
on an inc o me earned on three working - days mo re social security cont r i b u t io ns have to be paid compared to
t he same inc o me earned on five working - da y s.
* * * T he hu s b a nd can re duce his business costs by applying a special fiscal re duc t ion for low wage employees.
S o u rce: Calculatio ns by EIM Small Business Research and Cons u l t a nc y.O b v i o u s l y, from the individual point of view of the husband the
assisting spouse deduction is always the most profitable construction
since in all other cases he has to formally share his income with his
w i f e. The ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ makes it attra c t i ve for him to do so,
b e c a u s e, as can be seen from the tables, the income the household
retains after taxes is higher than in any other situation. At the same
time the income of the assisting spouse is also higher than in any
other situation, except in the situation where she works part-time
and the enterprise’s profit is low, i.e. NLG 35,000. In that situation a
labour agreement is more profitable for her personal income.
The assisting spouse deduction results in a somewhat higher house-
hold income than  the  real re m u n e ration for  the ave rage and the
l ower profit level cases. In the two cases of businesses with higher
earnings  real  re m u n e ration  yields  a  somewhat  higher  disposable
household income.
The greatest consequences for the disposable income of both assist-
ing spouse and household, result from the choice for a labour agre e-
ment. For the two higher profit cases this choice entails substantial-
ly lower disposable income leve l s. The difference between the dis-
posable income of husband and wife results from the fact that he can
claim various deductions and she has to pay social security contri-
b u t i o n s. Of cours e, on the other hand the assisting spouse in this sit-
uation is cove red for all the social risks that apply to employe e s. In
case of prolonged unemployment, illness, disablement, etc. the lowe r
income now  will be  greatly made up  for  in future. Whether the
assisting spouse works full-time or part-time hardly influences the
a b ove picture. Only in the case of a business with low or almost ave r-
age profit are assisting spouses working full-time somewhat better off
in terms of their own individual income as employe e. But here again,
the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ offers her more.
5 . 1 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
The situation in the Netherlands is comparable to that of many other
E u ropean countries, in the sense that the entre p reneur can claim a
tax deduction for his assisting spouse. Howeve r, the option to claim
a real re m u n e ration as a deduction without an upper ceilingseems to
be rather exceptional, in as much as information on the situation in
other Member States is available on this point. Neither of these fis-
cal facilities, howeve r, provides the assisting spouse with an inde-
pendent income which is unsatisfactory from an equal opportunities
– economic independence – point of view. In this respect it is strik-
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requiring proof of actual payment having taken place.
On the other hand, the Netherlands seems to lead the way when it
comes to making a partnership between husband and wife attra c t i ve.
The fiscal regulations are such that this legal form of the family busi-
ness provides the highest disposable income, not only for the assist-
ing spouse, but also for the household as a whole.
5 . 2 Social pro t e c t i o n
Social protection or the entitlement to insurance against pro f e s s i o n a l
and other risks is a form of financial recognition, as it invo l ves the
p ayment of contributions and/or benefits.
Resolution of the European Pa r l i a m e n t
The European Parliament asks that the Member States be obliged to
t a ke the necessary measures to ensure that assisting spouses can take
out insurance cover for health care, re t i rement pensions, maternity
benefits and replacement services and invalidity benefits. It believe s
that  social  security contributions for  assisting spouses  should  be
compulsory where these are for self-employed. As it recognises the
f e a rs of small enterprises for additional  costs if contributions are
made compulsory, flexibility is stressed. It states that all contribu-
tions for assisting spouses, whether voluntary or not, should be tax
deductible against the income of the enterprise.
5 . 2 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
C u r rent  cove rage  of  assisting  spouses  varies  greatly  between  the
E u ropean countries and between sectors.
1
In general, the social protection of assisting spouses is far better if
social security is based on the Beveridge rather than the Bismarc k i a n
t radition.  The  European  social  protection  systems  we re  initially
founded on these two different concepts (Caisse, 1997):
People are entitled to those rights which they have acquired thro u g h
their own efforts. In this ‘Bismarckian’ model, entitlements to bene-
fits arise from individual payments of contributions.
1 . People must not go unprotected and to that end must be guara n-
teed a certain basic minimum (the Beveridge model). In such a
system, all residents are cove red by a scheme which is funded
t h rough general taxation or general contribution sys t e m s.
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1 This section is to a large ex t e nt based on Peters 1995b, Peters 1997b.For this reason, Denmark offers assisting spouses one of the best
social protection levels in Euro p e.
In countries with a strong Bismarckian tradition differences betwe e n
s e c t o rs can be ex t re m e. Often the social protection of assisting spous-
es is better in agriculture, because this sector has always had a stro n g
b a rgaining position and government funds are more easily ava i l a b l e.
The social protection of assisting spouses is again often better in cra f t
and commerce than in the free professions where the position of




For example: Denma r k
D e n mark is an example of the Beveridge social pro t e c t ion system. Social security is to
a very large ex t e nt fina nced from tax re v e nu e s. Pe r s o ns covered by social security
a r ra nge me nts need to pay cont r i b u t io ns only if they wish to claim certain add i t io n
b e ne f i t s. As s i s t i ng spouses are covered by the social security system, in the same way
as the self-employed, against illne s s, invalid i t y, old age and maternity risks. As s i s t i ng
spouses are entitled to sic k ness benefit from the first day of absence after three weeks
of sic k ness and after one day if they have taken out a voluntary add i t io nal ins u ra nc e.
As all older people they will be entitled to a basic inc o me from the age of 67. Semi-
re t i re me nt pens ion is payable to wage earne r s, self-employed, and assisting spouses
between the ages of 60 and 66. As s i s t i ng spouses are on equal terms with employed
a nd self-employed as re g a rds daily cash benefit in the event of pre g na nc y, childbirth
a nd ado p t ion (Ministry of Social Affairs of Denmark, 1995b).
Of particular int e rest is the possibility for self-employed and assisting spouses to take
out an ins u ra nce against the loss of inc o me in case of une m p l o y me nt. Its cont r i b u t io n
is based on a flat rate and does not de p e nd on the turnover of the busine s s. To be ent i-
tled to une m p l o y me nt bene f i t s, the person conc e r ned must have contributed for at
least 12 mo nt hs to an ins u ra nce fund. The re are 38 state-recognised une m p l o y me nt
f u nds in Denmark of which 2 funds for self-employed persons.
For example: Fra nc e
F ra nce is an example of a country with a stro ng Bisma rc k ian tra d i t ion. In Fra nce the
s o c ial security of self-employed is organised by sector. Special funds ma na ge the spe-
c i f ic sche me for each sector. Ho w e v e r, self-employed are legally obliged to ins u re the m-
selves against a number of risks with the fund of their particular sector.
If a Fre nch assisting spouse in craft or comme rce has not of f ic ially adopted this status
(conjoint collaborateur) a nd is ne i t her an employee or partner in the busine s s, she will
have derived rig hts only with re g a rd to health and old age which elapse in the case of
e.g. divorc e. Vo l u ntary ins u ra nce for an old age pens ion is only possible at a very low
level. If she has re g i s t e red as a conjoint collaborateur her optio ns for voluntary ins u r-
a nce are bro a de ne d. She is also given separate rig hts for maternity: the rig ht to a stan-
da rd allowance for rest after childbirth and the rig ht to substitution bene f i t s. The of f i-
c ial legal status does not otherwise inc l ude compulsory ins u ra nc e, since the legislator
at the time of int ro duc t ion feared that this would constitute a barrier for take-up. Both
t he ma na g i ng fund in craft and in comme rce allow ent re p re neurs to choose between
d i f f e re nt bases for calculation of cont r i b u t io ns and benefits for e.g. old age. They also
offer the possibility to share cont r i b u t io ns and benefits between the two spouses.
C a l c u l a t io ns are then based on the business’ profits: 50-50 or 1/3 – 2/3 between the
s p o u s e s. Cont r i b u t io ns ma de by or on behalf of the assisting spouses can be de duc t e d
f rom the earnings of the ent e r p r i s e.Health care is organised as a national insurance more often than
other risks, i.e. it cove rs all re s i d e n t s. In countries with other sys-
t e m s, assisting spouses are usually cove red for the risk, albeit as
dependants  in  a  number of  cases  (e.g.  Austria,  Belgium,  Fra n c e,
G reece) (Pe t e rs, 1997b).
Should a person be too ill to work the loss of income would be made
good by sickness benefits. As these benefits are mostly income-re l a t-
ed, it is essential that assisting spouses should re c e i ve some form of
formal re m u n e ration. On the whole, the self-employed and assisting
spouses will probably be cove red for loss of income should long-term
illness or disability be invo l ved; short-term illness, on the other hand,
is a risk carried by the enterprise.
H oweve r, in both cases the self-employed more often have compul-
sory  insurance  than  do  assisting  spouses.  Insurance  to  prov i d e
maternity benefits for assisting spouses is similar to that for illness
and proof of receipt of income is re q u i red (Pe t e rs, 1997b).
In various countries pensions are one part of a benefit system which
includes  cover  for  inva l i d i t y,  surviving  re l a t i ves  and  old  age.
Assisting spouses are generally better cove red for minimum pensions
than for supplementary, often earnings-related, pensions.
T h e re are few, or no, unemployment benefits for non-employees in
the EU. Both self-employed and assisting spouses may face unem-
p l oyment. Should bankruptcy be invo l ved, both are likely to lose
their job. But  such  a  situation  is  more  common  for  an  assisting
s p o u s e. If a couple decides to obtain a divo rce then the husband will
most probably continue the enterprise; if the business is growing the
s p o u s e ’s work will be taken over by employe e s. In most Member
States no unemployment benefit may be expected from the social
i n s u rance authorities because providing such cover is not feasible. A
lack of employment history is the greatest obstacle – how to deter-
mine whether a person is actually unemployed, how many hours did
the entre p reneur or his assisting spouse work and has the business
really  terminated.  As  already  explained  Denmark  is  a  significant
exception in this re s p e c t .
Social protection can be obtained in the form of derived rights. In
such cases the conjugal relationship, and not the contribution of the
assisting spouse, is recognised. Her rights in this case are not differ-
ent from those of spouses in general, whether they perform paid or
unpaid work, in or outside the household. Independent rights not
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but are often essential if the marriage ends. For example: French pen-
s i o n e rs will re c e i ve an additional allowance (50%) for the dependent
spouse both in craft and in commerc e. In craft, the spouse’s entitle-
ment to this allowance lapses in case of divo rc e. In commerce it
remains in force under certain conditions only.
5 . 2 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands self-employed have to take out private insura n c e
for health care, except for certain major risks. Assisting spouses will
commonly be co-insured on their policy. The government pro m i s e d
Parliament  a  summary  of  the  bottlenecks  in  the  Dutch  National
Health  Service.  In  this scope  a discussion  was started  about  the
admission  of  entre p re n e u rs  to  this  insura n c e.  In  the  Coalition
Ag reement of ‘Pa a rs II’, the current government proposed admitting
e n t re p re n e u rs under a certain income limit to the National Health
S e r v i c e. In that case assisting spouses will be co-insured automati-
c a l l y.
Since 1 January 1998 the Disability Insurance Self-employed ( We t
Arbeidsongeschiktheidsverzekering  Zelfstandigen  (WA Z ) ) re p l a c e s
the former General Disablement Act (AAW). The WAZ is aimed at
e n t re p re n e u rs, persons with an occupation who can not be classified




Belgium is an example of a country with mainly derived social security rig hts for assist-
i ng spouses.
In Belgium the assisting spouse is not gra nted self-employed workers’ social status,
even if she receives a share of the enterprise’s profits accord i ng to legislation on
i nc o me tax (D’ho o g he, 1994-1995). As she pays no social security cont r i b u t io ns, she
is not entitled to welfa re bene f i t s. She is entitled to a number of derived rig hts in the
fo l l o w i ng areas: 
• health ins u ra nc e ;
• family inc o me and child support;
• survivor’s and old age pens io ns. 
On a voluntary basis she is entitled to disableme nt ins u ra nce and maternity ins u ra nc e
s i nce 1989, as a result of the European Un ion’s Directive urg i ng Member States to set
up maternity pro t e c t ion and disableme nt ins u ra nc e. The woman pays the cont r i b u t io n
w h ich is calculated on her self-employed worker hu s b a nd’s inc o me (0.4% of the ent e r-
prise’s inc o me). The re is a six-mo nth waiting period for disableme nt ins u ra nce and a
o ne-year  waiting  period  and  minimum  two-year  membership  for  the  ma t e r n i t y
a l l o w a nc e. Compens a t ion in the case of indu s t r ial disability begins as of the 4th mo nt h
of disability. assisting spouses. They are entitled to benefits after a period of 52
weeks  of  a  disability  of  25%.  So,  assisting  spouses  are  insure d
against the loss of income due to disability. The earned or assigned
income of the preceding year is the basis for the benefit (maximum
is 70% of the minimum wage). In case of maternity, the insured are
entitled to maternity leave of at least 16 we e k s. During this period a
maximum of 100% of the minimum wage is paid, which sum may
be used to finance replacement. This law constitutes a considera b l e
i m p rovement in the social protection of assisting spouses (Kluwe r,
1 9 9 8 ) .
S e l f - e m p l oyed and assisting spouses are not compulsory insured for
sickness benefits. It is unlikely that this situation will change since in
1996 social security with re g a rd to sickness benefits for employe e s
was largely priva t i s e d .
The  Old  Age  Pensions  Law  (Algemene  Ouderdomswet  (AOW ) )
i n s u res all inhabitants of the Netherlands for a minimum income
during old age. There is no social security scheme for supplementary
p e n s i o n s,  but  for  employees  many  occupational  schemes  ex i s t .
Although employees and entre p re n e u rs usually make supplementary
p rov i s i o n s, more than three quarters of assisting spouses have no
supplementary old age pension provisions nor arrangements should
the occasion arise that the relationship with the entre p reneur is bro-
ken off (Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, 1994). There is
a considerable number of small business entre p re n e u rs who see the
sale of the firm at the end of their working life as their pension.
Instead of investing in supplementary pension, available money is
i n vested in the enterprise. On re t i rement, they may find themselve s
c o n f ronted with no or very little supplementary pension when sell-
ing the business proves less advantageous than ex p e c t e d .
At the beginning of 1998 Dutch assisting spouses we re well cove re d
by private arrangements for their husband’s decease and almost half
of them for health care (table 13). Assisting spouses not working in
a sole-trader enterprise or ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ had less cover for
l e aving the enterprise in case of divo rce and old age pension, com-
p a red to the total group including assisting spouses in private and
limited liability companies,
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t u re inc l uded), 1998
a s s i s t i ng spouses in sole-tra der 
self ins u red for social security e nterprise or hu s b a nd-wife firm total gro u p
% %
health care 4 9 5 2
de c e a s e 6 8 6 9
u nable to work 3 8 4 1
s t o p p i ng work because of divorc e 1 2 2 0
p e ns io n 3 9 5 2
S o u rce: Rabobank, 1998, unpublished da t a .
5 . 2 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
The Netherlands has no tradition of social security for self-employe d
in  contrast  with  many  other  EU  Member  States.  This  pro b a b l y
explains the absence until recently of social security provisions for
assisting spouses.
N o n e t h e l e s s, a great improvement in the social protection of assist-
ing  spouses  was  realised  by  the  introduction  of  the  Disability
I n s u rance  Self-employed.  Not  only  does  this  law  grant  assisting
spouses a number of rights, assisting spouses are classified as pro-
f e s s i o n a l s.
5 . 3 O w n e rship  and  continuation  of  the
enterprise  in  case  of  the  husband’s
d e c e a s e
Attribution of a part of the value of the enterprise to the assisting
spouse in case of divo rce or decease of the husband is the third form
of financial re c o g n i t i o n .
What happens to the enterprise if the marriage ends, depends to a
g reat extent on the marriage settlement chosen by the couple. In case
of  the  husband’s  decease  succession  law  and  his  will  are  other
important determinants.
The information available on this aspect of financial recognition is
s c a rc e. In addition, both marriage and succession laws are compli-
cated and very different according to Member State. Only some ten-
t a t i ve, general conclusions can there f o re be drawn on this subject.
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The Resolution calls on Member States to take the necessary mea-
s u res to ensure that assisting spouses who have wo r ked for many
ye a rs in the family are not adve rsely affected by inheritance or suc-
cession rights or in the event of divo rc e.
5 . 3 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
As already stated, the marriage settlement plays a major role in case
of divo rc e. Many countries have a statutory (‘default’) settlement
( Pe t e rs, 1997b). The most common one seems to be the community
of property of assets after the marriage: Italy, Luxe m b o u rg, Po r t u g a l ,
Spain, Belgium, Fra n c e. In the German statutory settlement called
‘Zugewinngemeinschaft’ s e p a ration of ow n e rship assets applies dur-
ing the marriage, but upon the dissolution of the marriage equalisa-
tion of assets obtained during the marriage takes place. In Swe d e n
p roperty is owned jointly. In case of divo rc e, howeve r, each part
t a kes out what was brought in, purchases during the marriage are
split fifty-fifty.
Community  or  joint  ow n e rship  of  property  (properties  acquire d
b e f o re and during the marriage are common property) is found as
statutory marriage settlement in Denmark and the Netherlands. Only
in Gre e c e, is separation of ow n e rship assets the statutory settlement.
In general couples can change their marriage settlement in the cours e
of the marriage, but this is not authorised in Po r t u g a l .
It can be assumed that many couples prefer separation of ow n e rs h i p
as this protects the business and the assets of the spouse who is not
the owner of the business in case of bankruptcy. As a consequence
the assisting spouse has in principle no entitlements to the family
b u s i n e s s.
Options to protect the interests of assisting spouses are the marriage
settlement of community of property and the joint ow n e rship of the




For example: the United Kingdo m
In  the  United  Kingdom  specific  legislation  tries  to  pro v ide  some  compens a t io n .
R e g a rd i ng the separa t ion of property of a family business in case of divorc e, an assist-
i ng spouse is entitled to a share of the business assets if she can de mo ns t rate having
ma de a sig n i f ic a nt cont r i b u t ion to the business (Pe t e r s, 1997b).The situation in which many a woman finds herself after divo rce can
be described as:
• no income from wo r k ;
• in most cases no pro p e r t y ;
• no separate social rights;
• no indirect or deriva t i ve rights.
The typical situation in European countries in case of decease seems
to be that succession law provides entitlements to spouses and chil-
d ren  independent  of  the  marriage  settlement  and  the  testament
( Pe t e rs, 1997b). These entitlements refer to the possessions of the
deceased. In case of joint ow n e rship and/or common property the
assisting spouse has a right to an allocated share. The shares of the
spouse and children mostly differ. Some countries, as for exa m p l e
L u xe m b o u rg and the Netherlands, permit the descendants to contin-
ue the business on the condition that they acquire the necessary for-
malities within five ye a rs or appoint someone with the re q u i red qual-
ifications within two ye a rs.
5 . 3 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
M a ny Dutch entre p re n e u rs are married in community of pro p e r t y,
but there is a difference between older and younger couples. Yo u n g e r
e n t re p re n e u rs are more and more married under separation of ow n-
e rship. In marriage in community of pro p e r t y, the spouse is entitled
to the business’ profit, but it remains under control of the husband
as he is the owner of the enterprise. This means that the husband
can take all decisions without consulting his spouse. In practice most




In 1992 the vast majority of assisting spouses (83%) had no settleme nt should the
re l a t ion with the ent re p re neur break down and they had to leave the ent e r p r i s e. One
out of three would like to have this settled (Degadt, 1993).
For example: Belgium and Swede n
In Belgium the unpaid work of assisting spouses is recognised with re t rospective effect.
T he rig ht to a de f e r red salary is gra nted to spouses in tra de, craft and the liberal pro-
f e s s io ns. It is form of compens a t ion paid out of the inhe r i t a nc e.
In Sweden the suc c e s s ion law protects the assisting spouse. She will keep the pro p e r-
ty until she die s. Only children from a pre v ious ma r r ia ge of the partner can imme d ia t e l y
claim their share.s e p a ration of ow n e rship the full financial benefits of her work go
e n t i rely to the husband and the ye a rs of work she put in the enter-
prise are not re c o g n i s e d .
Under marriage in community of property the assisting spouse is
entitled to half of the pro p e r t y. Howeve r, for the valuation of the busi-
ness the view is taken that the business will no longer exist and will
be sold against fore c l o s u re va l u e, which is below the real va l u e. After
d i vo rce the business is nine out of ten times continued by entre p re-
n e u r. In the liberal professions the goodwill is normally connected to
the service or product delive red by the entre p re n e u r, i.e. husband.
Since  May 1995 the Law  on Pension Settlement ( Wet Ve re v e n i n g
Pe n s i o e n re c h t e n ) has been in forc e. This law states that the ex - w i f e
of an employee is entitled to half of the old age pension built up dur-
ing the marriage. In case of divo rce the judge makes allowance for
built up pension and a part is assigned to the spouse. An idea of the
p rovisions of assisting spouses in case of divo rce is given in table 13.
T h ey relate to the tax deductions fiscal old age deduction (‘Husband-
Wife Firm’) and the assisting spouse deduction. It is compulsory to
report the deductions on the balance sheet. Assisting spouses can set
a little money aside in this way and in case of divo rce the husband
has to pay this sum.
The Dutch succession law was amended recently (spring 1998). The
n ew succession law – in force should there be no will – implies the
f o l l owing: after the decease of the testator his wife and children are
the legal heirs. The surviving husband or wife has free disposal of
the whole estate. He/she has to settle the debts of the inheritance
and advance the death duties of the children. The children re c e i ve a
claim in the value of their portion, claimable only on the decease of
the survivo r. In this way the position of the survivor will be better
p rotected if there is no will. Married under separation of ow n e rs h i p ,
the assisting spouse can be ‘disinherited’ if all the possessions of the
deceased are left to others.
5 . 3 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
C o n f ronted with divo rce or decease an assisting spouse often finds
h e rself in a difficult situation. In many cases she is without wo r k ,
without property and has no social security rights. In case of divo rc e
the compensation she re c e i ves is in no proportion to the work she
has put into the enterprise nor to its real va l u e.
The situation in the Netherlands is no wo rse than in other Euro p e a n
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ye a rs of work of the assisting spouse in case of decease or divo rc e.
That there are possibilities to do so is proved by e.g. the United
Kingdom and Belgium.
The difficult position in case of divo rce is partly due to emotional fac-
t o rs. Many couples do not consider a possible divo rce when they get
married. Information on the consequences of marriage and succes-
sion and business laws to starting/marrying entre p re n e u rs can not be
emphasised enough. For this, the moment of re g i s t ration of assisting
spouses could be the ideal moment. At the same time the work of
assisting spouses with re t ro s p e c t i ve effect could be regulated in case
of divo rce and decease, as for example in Belgium.
5 4
Financial recognition6 E xe c u t i ve re c o g n i t i o n
The issue of wo m e n ’s invo l vement in decision making arrived on the
political agenda in 1984 with the adoption by the European Council
of recommendation 84/635/EEC relating to the promotion of positive
actions in favour of women (Volozinskis and Chausson, 1996). This
recommendation stipulated:
• the encouragement of the candidature, recruitment and pro m o t i o n
of women in sectors and professions where they are underre p re-
sented, in particular for posts of re s p o n s i b i l i t y ;
• the active participation of women in decision-making org a n i s a-
tions including those re p resenting wo r ke rs, employe rs and self-
e m p l oyed pro f e s s i o n a l s.
The subject of this chapter is exe c u t i ve recognition, which is the
– formal – right to participate in decisions re g a rding the firm and to
re p resent the firm ex t e r n a l l y. Howeve r, information on this subject is
so limited, that the section on the situation in Europe will confine
itself to a discussion of the re p resentation of assisting spouses in pro-
fessional organisations such as sector and employe rs’ org a n i s a t i o n s
and Chambers of Commerc e. Since the information on this subject is
not abundant either, only some tentative conclusions can be draw n .
Resolution of the European Pa r l i a m e n t
The Resolution calls for the right for assisting spouses to re p re s e n t
their company and/or vote and stand for election to the appro p r i a t e
p rofessional org a n i s a t i o n s, except in those instances where member-
ship of these bodies re q u i res a diploma or professional qualification
which the assisting spouse does not possess.
The Resolution calls on professional bodies in the sectors concerned
with self-employed to take up the cause of assisting spouses and to
liaise with the organisations of assisting spouses at Member State
and European leve l .
6 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
In the scope of external re p resentation the participation of assisting
spouses  in  the  re p re s e n t a t i ve  structures  for  SMEs  is  important,
because professional organisations support SMEs in their sector and
a re their mouth-piece towa rds public authorities and other org a n i s a-
t i o n s. Professional organisations are a natural ally for assisting spous-
es in as much as their interests run parallel to that of family business.
On the other hand, if professional  organisations can not  be con-
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these  will  encounter  great  difficulties  in  having  their  demands
re a l i s e d .
M a ny associations of assisting spouses  initially chose to form an
independent organisation, rather than become a committee within a
p rofessional organisation. Sometimes, e.g. in the French craft sector,
the two forms exist side by side. Recently a trend seems to be form-
ing towa rds more intensive co-operation and sometimes even inte-
g ration with professional org a n i s a t i o n s.
At European level the interests of assisting spouses in SMEs are re p-
resented by FEM ( Femmes Européennes de Moyennes et petites entre-
p r i s e s ), established in 1991. The aim of this federation is to improve
the economic,  social and legal situation  of assisting  spouses and
female entre p re n e u rs in Euro p e. It has since joined UEAPME, the
E u ropean  Association  for  Craft  and  Small  and  Medium  Sized
E n t e r p r i s e s.
UEAPME conducted a study on the participation of women in re p re-
s e n t a t i ve structures for craft and small and medium-sized enterpris-
es  (Volozinskis  and  Chausson,  1996)  in  six  European  countries,
namely Belgium, Denmark, Fra n c e, Germany, Italy and Po r t u g a l .
The UEAPME study had two specific objective s :
1 . f i rstly to identify the percentage of women present in member
o rganisations of UEAPME and the positions they hold and to iden-
tify any barriers which may exist to their promotion to positions
of re s p o n s i b i l i t y ;
2 . to analyse the ways in which the needs and interests of these
women are perc e i ved and taken into consideration by the men
and women who are invo l ved in these organisations or who are
responsible for them.
The participation of women in professional organisations – unless it
i n vo l ves a specific committee on their behalf – is generally low. A
similar study conducted some ye a rs earlier in agriculture showe d
that positive action can increase the number of women in decision-
making position. Six out of the sixteen professional org a n i s a t i o n s
studied had re s e r ved places for women. The organisations with the
highest quota re s e r ved for women also showed the highest partici-
pation rates (Herlitska, 1995).
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the participation of women. Howeve r, this does not guarantee the
possibility for assisting spouses to sit on committees or elect and be
elected for the board. Obvious obstacles in this respect are the re g u-
lations of the organisation: if membership is open to entre p re n e u rs
or professionals (craftsmen, doctors etc.), this in principle pre c l u d e s
the membership of assisting spouses. In Fra n c e, only assisting spous-
es that have officially re g i s t e red as such have the right to re p re s e n t
the enterprise and the right to vote and the right to be elected to the
C h a m b e rs of Commerc e. In Denmark it seems that assisting spouses
can be elected in professional organisations (Pe t e rs and de Lind va n
W i j n g a a rden, 1997).
Very few women we re found at the highest level of decision making
within the re p re s e n t a t i ve org a n i s a t i o n s, neither at the elected re p re-
s e n t a t i ve  level  or  at  the  permanent  staff  level  according  to  the
UEAPME study. The study also identified various obstacles to the
participation of women in professional organisations that we re com-
mon to assisting spouses and female entre p re n e u rs and often com-
mon to the participation of women in decision-making bodies in gen-
e ral: culture and tradition, the already double burden of work and
family life, incompatibility of the timing of meetings and the time
i n vestment re q u i red for family life, etc.
The  reasons  for  the  under-re p resentation  of  women  in  positions
requiring election we re :
• recent arrival of women in these sectors ;
• absence of motivation amongst wo m e n ;
• wo r k l o a d ;
• o rganisational culture (identified as the major re a s o n ) ;
• conditions at wo r k ;
• the system of election and re c r u i t m e n t .
The main reasons for under-re p resentation of women amongst mem-
b e rs of the permanent staff we re again organisational culture and
working conditions.
Of the countries studied by UEAPME only Portugal had no specific
committees for wo m e n ’s affairs. In Germany and Italy those com-
mittees consisted solely of women, Belgian and French org a n i s a t i o n s
also  allowed  men  to  participate.  Howeve r,  there  are  differe n c e s
b e t ween organisations in one and the same country.
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In  the  Netherlands  businesses  are  the  members  of  pro f e s s i o n a l
o rg a n i s a t i o n s. This implies that the head of the enterprise is a mem-
ber of the organisation. The assisting spouse can be given the man-
date to vote on behalf of the business. Howeve r, assisting spouses
can not be elected in the boards of sector organisations or Chambers
of Commerc e.
The percentage of women on boards of national public org a n i s a t i o n s
was  about 20% in  1992. The percentages  differed  by  sector,  the
industrial sector having 4%, the agricultural sector 6%, education
20% and health and we l f a re 30%. Few members of the boards of the
very  influential  employe rs’  and  employees’  organisations  we re
f e m a l e,  re s p e c t i vely  6% and 12% (Ministry of Social Affairs and
E m p l oyment, 1994).
T h e re are seve ral bottlenecks underlying the under-re p resentation of
women in board s. An important barrier is the triple task for wo m e n ,
i . e. the combination of work, taking care of the family and being a
member of a board. More structural is the small potential. The gro u p
of highly educated women, with the qualifications to be a member
of a board, is often overloaded. Members for the board are often
recruited among persons in leading positions in which women are
u n d e r - re p resented. Another barrier is the way in which vacancies are
filled in. Potential members of the board are often nominated by
e m p l oye rs’ org a n i s a t i o n s, which often have few or no female mem-
b e rs. Besides this, men often look for candidates in their own net-
works (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 1996).
C o m p a red to for example Germany or Fra n c e, assisting spouses in
the Netherlands are hardly organised. Although the beginning of the
eighties saw seve ral initiatives in this field, they petered out in the
c o u rse  of  ye a rs.  The  Dutch  SME  Employe rs’  Fe d e ration  MKB-
Nederland has a committee for women (see 2.3). Other examples are
the Chamber of Commerce of Amsterdam with the Committee for
Female Entre p re n e u rs, the Network Female Entre p re n e u rs ( N e t w e r k
Ondernemende Vrouwen (NOV ) ). Only women can be a member of
the last organisation. These organisations for female entre p re n e u rs
a re also open to assisting spouses. But it can not be denied that
female entre p re n e u rs are, compared to assisting spouses, more inter-
ested in looking after their intere s t s.
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C o m p a red to other European countries the degree of organisation of
assisting spouses in the Netherlands is poor in comparison to coun-
tries such as Germany and Fra n c e. But as in other countries, there
a re organisations with a committee responsible for issues relating to
women  (entre p re n e u rs  and  assisting  spouses).  Assisting  spouses
h ave the opportunity to vote and be elected in these org a n i s a t i o n s.
H oweve r, as businesses are the members of professional org a n i s a-
t i o n s, assisting spouses can vote on behalf of the enterprise only by
mandate of the head of the business and are not eligible for board s
of sector organisations or Chambers of Commerc e.
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Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve recognition means the recognition by public authori-
ties as individual, independent members of the working population.
Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve recognition implies an independent fiscal identity, tax
deduction possibilities such as there are for self-employed and access
to training and other schemes similar to those for entre p re n e u rs.
Resolution of the European Pa r l i a m e n t
The Resolution calls on Member States to provide the same condi-
tions for access to vocational training for assisting spouses as those
which exist for self-employed wo r ke rs.
7 . 1 Fiscal authorities
7 . 1 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
T h e re are two ways in which fiscal authorities can recognise the
work of assisting spouses:
1 . an assisting spouse has an individual income: she is treated indi-
vidually before taxe s.
2 . an assisting spouse has no individual income: the family business
is offered the possibility to apply for a deduction before taxes for
her wo r k .
The second possibility was discussed in chapter 5 and is further elab-
o rated here.
S e p a rate taxation of incomes is more favo u rable for a couple as taxe s
a re usually pro g re s s i ve and the amount due will be less in the case
of  separate  taxation.  Not all countries  have  separate  taxation.  In
I reland and Italy couples are taxed on their joint income, and in
G reece both incomes of a couple are taxed jointly if the income fro m
one spouse originates from an undertaking that depends financially
on the other spouse. Portugal has an intermediate system. In the
N o rdic countries separate taxation is common. In Denmark spouses
a re assessed and taxed separately on all types of income and each tax
p ayer re c e i ves a personal allowance deduction, which can be tra n s-
f e r red to the other spouse if it is not fully used. In Finland, Swe d e n
and the UK the two spouses also are treated equally and separa t e l y
( Pe t e rs, 1997b).
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In the Netherlands, spouses submit separate forms and are taxed sep-
a rately if they each have an income. Assisting spouses for whom the
assisting  spouses  deduction  ( ‘ M e e w e r k a f t rek’)  is  claimed  are  not
t a xed separa t e l y. If so-called real re m u n e ration has actually take n
place though, the assisting spouse will be taxed separa t e l y. Should
the spouses be individually taxed, deductions are generally applied
to the highest income (the bre a d w i n n e r ) .
7 . 1 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
The  Netherlands  is  among  the  more  advanced  countries  in  the
E u ropean Union when it comes to administra t i ve recognition in the
form of individual fiscal treatment. The notion of ‘breadwinner’ still
exists in fiscal re g u l a t i o n s, but both spouses can fulfil this role and
the stipulation increases the household’s income after taxe s.
7 . 2 Access to tra i n i n g
Depending  on whether  assisting spouses  should  obtain a  similar
position to that of employees or self-employed, it can be argued that
t h ey should have access to training available for one of these gro u p s.
Training is not only important for the assisting spouse herself but
also for the competitiveness of the business. In the majority of cases
the assisting spouse takes part in the family business as a result of
her marriage and there f o re lacks the appropriate training. Tra i n i n g
g i ves the assisting spouse the possibility to work (more) pro f e s s i o n-
ally and, very important, the professional profile and proof of tra i n-
ing will enhance her labour market position in case of divo rc e, bank-
r u p t cy or decease of her husband.
7 . 2 . 1 The situation in Euro p e
The  success  of  entre p re n e u rs  and  consequently  their  business  is
related to their education (ENSR/EIM, 1995). In the EU continuing
t raining of employees is seen as essential for personal as well as for
economic growth. More and more collective agreements include pro-
visions for this item. In a number of countries, France for exa m p l e,
enterprises  are  obliged  to  pay  a  contribution  to  training  funds
depending on the number of employees or the wage bill.
Training for assisting spouses can be in the form of courses specifi-
cally  for  assisting  spouses  or  participation  in  courses  for  self-
e m p l oyed, employee vocational training schemes, etc.
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ing in training aimed at entre p re n e u rs, provided they are willing to
p ay. Participation in training schemes for employees is another mat-
t e r, since these are often financed from public or semi-public funds.
T h ree types of systems for the organisation of continuing vo c a t i o n a l
t raining for employees can be distinguished in the EU (Mancini and
V i s s e r, 1995).
1 . m a r ket-oriented systems: the market sector, and hence employe rs
a re the main actors. Public authorities and the social partners play
a minor ro l e. The United Kingdom is an example of a country with
this sys t e m .
2 . s t a t e - regulated-oriented systems: the state acts as regulator of the
t raining system. the social partners may be invo l ved, but have a
far smaller ro l e. In France e.g. the state imposes legislation on
t raining, levies on enterprises and gives subsidies.
3 . t r i p a r t i t e - regulated-oriented sys t e m s :
• in countries like Denmark and Spain the state has a primary ro l e
and mainly provides the structure and infra s t r u c t u re for tra i n i n g
and is responsible for training the tra i n e rs. The social partners
a re invo l ved in deciding on the course of the training activity,
the administration of funds and the approval of pro g ra m m e s.
• in countries as Germany and Luxe m b o u rg the state has a more
subsidiary  role  to  inform,  stimulate  and  launch  pro j e c t s.
Training for the employed is more a concern of employe rs and
e m p l oye e s. The participation of social partners takes place in
the fra m ework of collective agre e m e n t s.
No information is available on the access of assisting spouses to this
type of training schemes. Howeve r, opening hitherto closed vo c a-
tional  training pro g rammes  to assisting  spouses  will  be  easier  to
realise in a system where the state plays an important ro l e. Sys t e m s
w h e re much is decided on a regional or sector basis re q u i re lobby i n g
and negotiating at many leve l s. This applies even stronger in a mar-
ket-oriented system (Pe t e rs, 1997b).
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For example: Fra nc e
T he Fre nch craft sector has a tra i n i ng course for assisting spouses in this sector, the
‘Brevet de Collaborateurs de Chefs d’ Entreprise Artisanale (B.C.C.E.A.)’ ( C a i s s e, 1997). It
is a na t io nally-run course open to assisting spouses who actually participate in the
a c t i v i t ies of the enterprise and who are re s p o ns i b l e, or will be in the future, for carry-
i ng out all the adm i n i s t ra t i v e, comme rc ial, book-ke e p i ng and ma na ge r ial tasks. The
course consists of four mo du l e s, the subjects of which are: commu n ic a t io ns, ma na ge-
me nt and business adm i n i s t ra t ion, secre t a r ial and computer skills, stra t e g ies and ma r-
ke t i ng techniques. The course can be followed either du r i ng the evenings or in one
w hole da y.7 . 2 . 2 The situation in the Netherlands
To raise the awa reness of the importance of continuing training the
g overnment intends to stimulate the creation of regional and sector
n e t works of employability advisers with a temporary subsidy. These
a d v i s e rs have to advise and inform employe rs as well as employe e s.
To stimulate entre p re n e u rs to invest in their employees (assisting
spouses included), the Government created a fiscal facility of NLG
235 million per 1 January 1998 for training (Ministry of Education,
C u l t u re  and  Science,  1998).  Entre p re n e u rs  re c e i ve  an  ex t ra  fiscal
deduction of 20% of training costs. Training personnel over 40 ye a rs
of age is rewa rded with a deduction of 40% (Kluwe r, 1998).
G e n e ra l l y, courses for the self-employed are open for assisting spous-
e s. Training or subsidies for training under education and tra i n i n g
f u n d s, established for employees by the social partners, exist in many
s e c t o rs. Howeve r, they are not open for assisting spouses.
Assisting spouses in the Netherlands lagged behind in training in the
e i g h t i e s. Participation of assisting spouses in courses was low and
t raining institutes developed very few activities to interest assisting
s p o u s e s. Now, this situation has changed. Re g a rdless of their former
education, assisting spouses are catching up on knowledge in the
p rofessional and personal field (Rabobank, 1998). Half of them fol-
l owed  a  course  important  for  their  work  in  the  past  five  ye a rs.
Younger women in particular are investing in themselves: 64% of
those under the age of forty, 50% in the age group of forty to fifty
and 25% over fifty ye a rs. Computers are the most popular subject for
t raining, followed by courses in the field of finance, bookkeeping and
a d m i n i s t ra t i o n .
7 . 2 . 3 C o n c l u s i o n s
The situation in the Netherlands with re g a rd to the accessibility of
t raining schemes for assisting spouses can not be compared to that
of other countries because of lack of data. Howeve r, the fact that a
family business can deduct training expenses for assisting spouses
b e f o re tax is a positive feature as is the fact that participation in tra i n-
ing schemes is increasing. If assisting spouses we re to have similar
access to training as employe e s, this would re q u i re that training or
subsidies for training under education and training funds established
by the social partners be opened to them.
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Assisting spouses are women who work in their husbands’ busi-
n e s s e s. They can have an official status as business partner, associ-
ate or employe e, but in this study the term is used for those spouses
who take part in the business without a formal status. Their contri-
bution to the business was in former days seen as one of their con-
jugal duties. In the eighties the position of assisting spouses became
the subject of discussion.
It became clear that their position in many Member States left much
to be desired. The European Council issued Dire c t i ve 86/613/EEC on
the application of equal treatment for men en women engaged in an
a c t i v i t y, including agriculture, in a self-employed capacity and on the
p rotection of self-employed women during pre g n a n cy and mother-
hood, and in which seve ral articles paid attention to the position of
assisting spouses. More initiatives followed at the European leve l ,
e.g. seminars, conferences and two Round Table meetings in 1997
w h e re assisting spouses and re p re s e n t a t i ves from professional org a n-
isations discussed the possibilities for further actions.
H oweve r,  as  a  result  of  the  weak  formulation  of  the  Dire c t i ve
8 6 / 613/EEC changes in the Member States we re minimal and it had
to be concluded that the original aim of giving assisting spouses a
clearly defined professional status and establishing their social secu-
rity  entitlements  had  not  been  achieved.  A  European Pa r l i a m e n t
Resolution  on  the  situation  of  the  assisting  spouses  of  the  self-
e m p l oyed in 1997, there f o re calls for a revision of the Dire c t i ve in
such a way that formal recognition of the work performed by assist-
ing spouses is re a l i s e d .
In the Netherlands, the position of assisting spouses became a topic
in the eighties also. Both SME employe rs’ organisations and the gov-
ernment  developed  policies  to  improve  the  position  of  assisting
s p o u s e s.  An information  campaign was  launched,  fiscal  facilities
we re introduced and the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ became possible. The
last is very popular: from the point of view of the assisting spouse as
it places her in a situation completely equal to that of the entre p re-
neur with the same rights and obligations, from the point of view of
the couple as it is often financially more attra c t i ve than the legal form
of sole tra d e r.
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International developments in the position of assisting spouses and the possible implications for the NetherlandsThe objective of the present report is to compare the situation of
Dutch  assisting  spouses  with  that  of  assisting  spouses  in  other
Member States, to rev i ew the situation in the light of the discussion
going on at European level, and to assess any implications that pos-
sible future European initiatives resulting from this discussion may
h ave for the Netherlands.
In the Netherlands the number of assisting spouses is estimated at
60,000 to 70,000. Ac c o rding to Rabobank Nederland (1998) 66% of
them, i.e. about 40,000 to 46,000 women, do not have a status of
e m p l oyee or partner. This implies that roughly 10% of all enterpris-
es would be affected by new regulations re g a rding assisting spouses
or family businesses.
G i ven the dive rsity of practices in the Member States, and keeping in
mind the earlier reluctance of the European Council with re g a rd to
the  adoption  of  Dire c t i ve  86/613,  it  seems  unlikely  that  new
E u ropean legislative action is to be expected in the near future in this
field. This in spite of the strong urging of the European Parliament in
its  1997  Resolution  to  revise  the  aforementioned  Dire c t i ve.  The
E u ropean Commission last year started a process in which further
policies are to be developed in co-operation with and through pro-
fessional org a n i s a t i o n s.
The aim of the present exe rcise to assess the implications for the
Netherlands of implementation of the ideas and proposals that have
e m e rged from the European discussion there f o re primarily serves to
p rovide a fra m ework for an evaluation of the current Dutch re g u l a-
tions and policies with re g a rd to assisting spouses. It may, though,
also serve as a source of re f e rence for Dutch policy make rs when
entering discussions at European leve l .
The discussion at European level has evo l ved towa rds two themes:
• h ow to further the formal recognition of assisting spouses;
• whether a specific status for assisting spouses comparable to that
of employees or self-employed, is desira b l e.
Formal recognition cove rs a broad area, e.g. re m u n e ration, re p re s e n-
tation in professional organisations and fiscal treatment. Four dimen-
sions of formal recognition, which can not be seen totally isolated
f rom each other, can be distinguished:
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Summary and conclusions1 . p rofessional re c o g n i t i o n: re g i s t ration, re c o rd of working life;
2 . financial re c o g n i t i o n : p e rsonal income, social protection, ow n e r-
ship and continuation of the business in case of divo rce or the
h u s b a n d ’s decease;
3 . executive re c o g n i t i o n: the right to participate in decisions re g a rd-
ing the firm, external re p resentation of the firm, re p resentation in
intermediate org a n i s a t i o n s ;
4 . a d m i n i s t rative  re c o g n i t i o n:  fiscal  treatment,  access  to  specific
schemes for self-employed and employees or the creation of sim-
ilar schemes.
For each of these four dimensions it can be concluded that assisting
spouses in the European Union at the moment usually do not see
their contribution to the family business officially recognised. The
Netherlands is no exception in this respect. Howeve r, there are a
number  of  good  practices  in  the  Dutch  situation  that  deserve  to
become more widely known, notably the ‘Husband-Wife Firm’ and
the impact of its introduction on the number of assisting spouses
n ow enjoying the status of partner in the business. On the other
hand, other countries offer the Netherlands examples how the offi-
cial recognition of the work of assisting spouses can be furthere d ,
e.g.  with  re g a rd  to  a  specific  status  (Fra n c e,  Italy),  re g i s t ra t i o n
( France),  social  security  in  case  of  sickness  and  unemploy m e n t
(Denmark), and exe c u t i ve recognition (Fra n c e ) .
8 . 1 P rofessional re c o g n i t i o n
A specific legal status for assisting spouses
The status of employee or partner is open to assisting spouses in vir-
tually all countries and sectors. A specific status for assisting spous-
es exists in France and Italy. Although in the first country it was born
f rom the idea of equality, in the latter it was born from the idea that
family  businesses  are important.  The  Netherlands  does not  have
such a specific status for assisting spouses.
Behind the discussion on the need for a specific legal status for assist-
ing spouses, comparable to and alongside those of self-employed and
e m p l oye e s, lies a more fundamental issue: what is the role of assist-
ing spouses and in what direction should it develop? The status of
e m p l oyee offers most to assisting spouses  in terms of  social and
labour protection, but is re l a t i vely costly for the family business. The
status of business partner is clearly pre f e rable from an equal oppor-
tunities point of view. Yet for a substantial part of the assisting spous-
es both statuses still seem to be one step too far. This may be a tra n-
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tus for this group is being advo c a t e d .
E xamples of  such  a  status  can be  found  in  France  and  Italy. In
Finland (agriculture) the idea has been rejected in favour of a form
of compulsory business partnership between spouses that both wo r k
on the farm (see section 4.1). In re t rospect, Dutch policy seems clos-
est to the latter approach. The advantages offered by the ‘Husband-
Wife Firm’ have led to a large take-up of this option by family busi-
n e s s e s. As a result the number of assisting spouses that now enjoy
the status of business partner in the Netherlands seems higher than
in other countries of the European Union for which these figures are
ava i l a b l e. The obligation for a family business to choose and adopt a
legal status for the assisting spouse discussed during the Euro p e a n
Round Tables on their position, would re q u i re a fundamental shift in
Dutch policy towa rds these businesses. The exact consequences of
the introduction of such a status in this country will depend on its
design,  i.e. the  degree to which  the aspects  discussed below  are
i n c l u d e d .
Re g i s t ration and statistics
In the existence of a labour contract employees see their working life
re c o rded through the re c o rds of fiscal and social security sys t e m s.
S e l f - e m p l oyed are also re g i s t e red with fiscal authorities and in most
countries with the re g i s t ration of the (establishment) of the business.
As most assisting spouses work in the family business without any
s t a t u s, they are usually not officially re g i s t e red nor is a re c o rd of their
working life ke p t .
The logical place for statistical information on assisting spouses to be
found is labour force surveys. Howeve r, only a general category of
family wo r ke rs is distinguished there.
The least controve rsial, and there f o re most likely candidate for imple-
mentation aspects of formal recognition are in fact compulsory re g-
i s t ration and the inclusion of a separate category for assisting spous-
es in labour force surveys.
For the Netherlands, the most appropriate institute for re g i s t ra t i o n
would seem to be the Chambers of Commerc e, as all enterprises
must  be  re g i s t e red  there.  The  establishment  of  a  ‘Husband-Wife
Firm’ and assisting spouses that are given authority to re p resent the
firm are already re g i s t e red there. The additional administra t i ve bur-
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a l ready works in the firm at the time of its establishment and re g i s-
t ration at the Chamber. For other family businesses compulsory re g-
i s t ration  would  imply  that  they  have  to  notify  the  Chamber  of
C o m m e rce  as  soon  as  the  assisting  spouse  starts  to  work.  The
amount of work this invo l ves will depend on the re q u i rements the
C h a m b e rs will re q u i re for such notifications.
With re g a rd to the labour force surveys it can be expected that the
re q u i red changes will be discussed first in the consultations betwe e n
E u rostat  and  the  national  statistical  offices.  The  classification  of
assisting spouses with the status of employee or partner is one of the
items that needs to be solved. For businesses it will eventually mean
a few additional questions or specifications in the questionnaire they
h ave to fill out for the survey.
8 . 2 Financial re c o g n i t i o n
Pe rsonal re m u n e ra t i o n
Assisting  spouses  being  employee  or  partner  re c e i ve  a  pers o n a l
i n c o m e.  In  a  number  of  Member  States,  among  which  the
N e t h e r l a n d s, the head of the enterprise can claim tax deduction for
the work of the assisting spouse. For this, howeve r, it is not re q u i re d
that any actual payment takes place. Many assisting spouses, there-
f o re, work without any direct, personal re m u n e ra t i o n .
The  Dutch  regulations  concerning  the  re m u n e ration  of  assisting
spouses – not being employee or partner – are liberal in comparison
to many other countries. The real re m u n e ration deduction does not
k n ow an upper limit and the entre p reneur is not obliged to pay the
e m p l oye rs’ part of social security contributions normally re q u i red for
e m p l oyees if he actually pays out the amount to his wife. The assist-
ing spouse does have to pay taxe s, which in the Netherlands include
contributions for national insurances such as the minimum old age
pension (AOW). Since the option to pay a – deductible – re m u n e ra-
tion already ex i s t s, changing Dutch regulations will be needed only
if, at some time, new European regulation would re q u i re it to be
mandatory that assisting spouses re c e i ve – personal – re m u n e ra t i o n
for their work. This would render the assisting spouse deduction
s u p e r f l u o u s, which is detrimental for the household income in busi-
nesses with very low earnings (see section 5.1). The latter effects
could be mitigated by exemption possibilities dependent on the busi-
ness income.
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Social protection or the entitlement to insurance against pro f e s s i o n a l
and other risks is a form of financial recognition as it invo l ves the
p ayment of contributions and/or benefits. Social security cove rage of
assisting spouses varies between the countries, cove rage in genera l
being far better in the Northern countries than in the Southern ones.
If assisting spouses in the Netherlands, not being employee or part-
n e r, should be cove red to the same extent as employe e s, this wo u l d
imply that in addition to current prov i s i o n s :
• the head of the family business would have to pay her sickness
b e n e f i t s ;
• assisting spouses should have compulsory insurance for unem-
p l oyment benefits and the disability insurance (WAZ) would have
to be extended to include above minimum (earnings-related) ben-
e f i t s ;
• o r, alternative l y, assisting spouses could have compulsory insur-
ance under the employee insurance schemes for unemploy m e n t
and disability;
• assisting spouses should have compulsory insurance under occu-
pational schemes applying to their sector or business (e.g. with
re g a rd to supplementary old age pensions).
If social protection equal to that of the self-employed is re q u i re d ,
Dutch regulations already comply with this demand.
1
O w n e rship and continuation of the business
The marriage settlement, succession law and business law play a
major role in determining the financial situation of assisting spouses
in case of divo rce and decease. Both marriage and succession laws
a re complicated and differ substantially from one EU Member State
to another. It is known, howeve r, that assisting spouses often find
t h e m s e l ves in a difficult position in these situations and genera l l y
without  compensation  in  proportion  to  their  contribution  to  the
e n t e r p r i s e.
With the law on pension settlement (1995) and the amended suc-
cession law (1998) the protection of spouses, and there f o re also of
assisting spouses, in case of divo rce or the husband’s decease has
i m p roved considera b l y. No information is available about the ex t e n t
to which judges in the case of divo rce take into account the contri-
bution made by assisting spouses to the family businesses. Also,
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1 This does not cover the situa t ion with re g a rd to actual ins u ra nce by private arra nge me nt s.assisting spouses married in separation of property (huwelijkse voor-
w a a rd e n ) can still be disinherited by their husband in his will. If
actual recognition of the contribution of assisting spouses should
become compulsory, legal consequences are to be expected for such
s i t u a t i o n s.
8 . 3 E xe c u t i ve re c o g n i t i o n
Little is known about the degree to which assisting spouses are enti-
tled to invo l vement in decisions re g a rding the business or to re p re-
sent the business ex t e r n a l l y. For most countries it is also not know n
whether  assisting  spouses can  vote  or  be  elected  in  pro f e s s i o n a l
o rg a n i s a t i o n s.
The right to participate in decisions re g a rding the firm, similar to the
way this is e.g. regulated in the article on family businesses in the
Italian Civil Code for example and the right to be allowed to re p re-
sent the business ex t e r n a l l y, is most likely to be regulated only in
connection with the introduction of a specific status for assisting
s p o u s e s.  This  would  of  course  re q u i re  legal  revisions  for  the
N e t h e r l a n d s. Otherwise, such a re q u i rement does not seem to entail
major consequences. Neve r t h e l e s s, there might be resistance fro m
the heads of the business since it will obviously curtail their powe rs.
In  the  Netherlands  businesses  are  the  members  of  pro f e s s i o n a l
o rg a n i s a t i o n s. The head of the business can give a mandate to the
assisting spouse to vote on behalf of the company. Howeve r, assist-
ing spouses can not be elected to the boards of sector org a n i s a t i o n s
or Chambers of Commerc e.
The right of assisting spouses to vote and be elected for boards and
committees  of  professional  or  intermediate  organisations  (sector
o rg a n i s a t i o n s, Chambers of Commerce) would for the Netherlands
i m p l y :
• that assisting spouses would by virtue of their position legally
h ave an automatic mandate to re p resent the business;
• that the professional organisations concerned would have to alter
their articles of association to open up positions in their org a n i s a-
tion to assisting spouses.
8 . 4 Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve re c o g n i t i o n
Ad m i n i s t ra t i ve recognition means being treated by public authorities
as individual, independent members of the working population. It
i m p l i e s, for exa m p l e, an independent fiscal identity, tax deduction
p o s s i b i l i t i e s, the same as for self-employed and access  to  tra i n i n g
s c h e m e s.
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focused,  independent  treatment  of  (assisting)  spouses  by  fiscal
a u t h o r i t i e s,  it  can  be  concluded  that  this  already  exists  in  the
N e t h e r l a n d s.
With re g a rd to participation in training schemes their situation is
equal to that of the self-employed. If they we re to have similar access
to training as employe e s, this would re q u i re that training or subsidies
for training under education and training funds established by the
social partners should be opened up for them also.
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